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Sandnats Newsletter SPRING 2026 
 

Welcome to the Sandnats Spring Newsletter. 

Unfortunately I made the mistake at a recent SandNats indoor meeting of standing still for too long and 

before I knew it, I’d volunteered to write the Spring Newsletters starting this year. Jenni Wilding will continue 

to produce the Autumn Newsletter covering all our summer field trips.  

So this is my first Spring Newsletter which I hope is both entertaining and informative. 

I hope to write next year’s Spring Newsletter as well and observations are always very welcome. If no one 

contributes then there’s just a blank page, but I’m sure we will all have something to show or tell after our 

autumn and winter walks in the area. 

 

Mark Webster 

6th April 2026 

 
 

Indoor Events 
 

4th Feb 2026 Crayfish Liz Oldring 

Sandnats were fortunate enough to get a visit from a very busy Liz Oldring the Crayfish Conservation Officer 

for “Buglife” who delivered a talk to the group at the RSPB Centre on the 4th Feb. 

Liz is working across the Midlands area to protect and conserve the now Red-Listed native White-clawed 

Crayfish (Austropotamobius pallipes). Populations have been decimated over recent decades by the spread 

of a virulent pathogen carried by the introduced Signal crayfish (Pacifastacus leniusculus) now common in 

our canals and rivers. This is known as the ‘Crayfish Plague’ and can decimate an entire population of native 

crayfish in a matter of weeks. 

Liz is engaged in setting up “Ark” sites where native crayfish can be introduced and will hopefully thrive. A 

number of local sites have been investigated and either rejected where the water chemistry was unsuitable 

(crayfish need high levels of calcium in the water so they can build their body armour) or in at least one case 

I know of, near Halesowen, they’re still progressing and introductions may well take place before long. The 

chosen location is a deep spring - fed pond just off the beaten track where there should be little disturbance 

and since it’s remote from the local canal and river systems, it should be beyond the reach of Signal Crayfish 

even though they are known to wander far and wide on land. 
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Crayfish Plague is a water mould called Aphanomyces astaci - carried by the non-native Signal Crayfish 

that remains unaffected by it. 

The mould is easily transported between sites on wet or damp equipment such as angling gear and waders 

and can remain active for 22 days. 

Besides spreading Crayfish Plague, the non-native species also out-compete the native species for territory 

and food. 

It’s an almost exact replication of the red and grey squirrel issue we’re all too familiar with. 

What struck me most about Liz’s presentation was her description of the measures she takes to avoid 

spreading this plague between sites. She has 11 pairs of waders (!) and makes sure each pair she disinfects 

has several days to completely dry out before using them again. 

It just demonstrates how virulent this Crayfish Plague is. 

Let’s hope there’s some encouraging news next year about local Ark sites where native crayfish can become 

established. 

 

4th March 2026 AGM 

Following the work of the committee the group were treated to a quiz on Bears by Richard Orton in which 

many curious and fascinating facts about bears were revealed. 

Apparently there are “Bears” up in my gutters – albeit they’re not really bears but Tardigrades affectionately 

known as “Water Bears”. 

 

Other Events 
 

7th March 2026 – Staffordshire Invertebrate Group (SIG) Fair. 

Unfortunately Sandnats didn’t have a stand this year at the SIG Fair but Jenni Wilding was co-hosting the 

stand for the Dipterists forum and it proved very popular throughout the day. 

The event was very well attended with a full day of talks and events. There were stands from a wide range 

of groups most of whom had brought along interesting exhibits, including a live Oil Beetle from Highgate 

Common and a very colourful non-native European moth, the Crimson Speckled (Utetheisa pulchella) found 

in a bag of Corriander at a local Sainsbury’s. 

For those who have their own collections of insects and struggle to find storage space, just think of the 

gentleman called Andrew Taylor who has now amassed a vast collection of 250,000 specimens! Known as 

the Taylor Collection, it contains representatives of Orders from all over the world and is still being 

augmented as people donate their collections to him. Andrew is based in Staffordshire and is keen to make 

this vast collection available to schools and universities for research. 

One of the talks was by Meg Skinner on Harvestmen (Opiliones). This is a group of fascinating creatures I 

have tried to identify in the past, but they are mainly nocturnal and have the defence mechanism of shedding 

legs if handled, which makes getting closeup views quite difficult. A very helpful tip from Meg was to usher 

the Harvestman into a small plastic Zip-Lock bag big enough for it to settle in with its long legs spread out, 

so you can view it with a hand lens through the clear plastic.  

Autumn is the time to find and record Harvestmen, so I’ll try using Meg’s tip next year. My technique of 

chasing them around my hat until they settled somewhere I could get a photo, wasn’t the most convenient 

or successful method!  
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Member Contributions 
 

Clifden Nonpareil moth recorded on Hilltop. 

A wonderful autumn find by Richard Orton was the Clifden Nonpareil moth (Catocala fraxini) recorded on 

Hilltop at Sandwell Valley. 

This really is a very large and impressive moth with a wingspan of over 3” (75 to 95mm). 

Every insect tells a story and the one this tells is quite remarkable. It was until only recently quite a scarce 

autumn immigrant with only a few coastal sites where it was known to be resident and bred. However in 

recent years there have been a number of sightings of the larva and pupa at locations as far inland as 

Sheffield and autumn numbers for the adults are on the increase. It’s still not clear though to what extent 

these are immigrants flying over from Europe in the autumn or local breeding populations. 

It’s certainly worth keeping a lookout for the adults when walking in woodlands with Aspen in late 

summer/autumn as they can sometimes be seen in daylight hours resting on tree trunks or walls.  

The larva feed mainly on Aspen but I expect would be hard to find as they are thought to feed right up in the 

tree canopy. Although – like all insects – they can crop up in unexpected places and caterpillars have been 

spotted on paths, perhaps blown out of the tree canopy. 

 

 

Figure 1 Clifden Nonpareil (Large Blue Underwing) from Hilltop by Richard Orton 
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Bird Feeder - Mike Bloxham 

Mike Bloxham sent in this photo of his bird feeders from January and as they say ‘one picture is worth a 
thousand words!’ 

How our local fauna has changed over the years with non-native species now well established, including 
the exotic Ring-necked Parakeet! 

I’m not sure which of these is the loudest or most aggressive, but no nuts are safe from this pair. 
 

   

 

 

 

 

 

  

        Figure 2     Mike Bloxham – Bird Feeder at St John’s Close 
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Knapweed Breeding – Mike Bloxham  

No Winter Newsletter? 

Well, it would have been a difficult one to write last winter if you liked the great outdoors, because most folk 
didn’t wish to spend hours in the field during continuous penetrating rain. They might conceivably have gone 
down to the RSPB reserve for the relative comfort of the building and the rather sparser facilities of the 
hide, only to find most of the birds did not seem to have enjoyed the weather much either. But - most 
importantly, working from home enabled the writing of reports about last year’s fun and allowing others to 
take a peep into ongoing personal ‘research’. 

You probably already know that Sandnats had enjoyed a most productive year at indoor and outdoor 
meetings during 2025, so I decided to let you into a little project I revisited in August and continued to work 
on during the winter. 

Over the years, a good deal of fascinating wildlife work has taken place on the RSPB Reserve and I have 
participated in several sizeable invertebrate investigations with significant outcomes. I also enjoyed hours 
of casual wandering there. Last year, whilst reviewing old notebooks and wondering how anyone could get 
useful information from much of hastily scribbled content, I came across an entry in the garbled accounts 
for 2002. 

‘17thApril -knapweed heads collected from RSPB field for breeding experiment.’ 

For many years I have been a member of the British Plant Gall Society and enjoyed hearing accounts of 
invertebrate interactions in plants, thanks to the studies of our own Peter Shirley and other cecidologists 
(people who study plant galls). I had learned that various insects were associated with Black Knapweed 
seedheads – in fact a seminal paper on the subject had been published long ago by Prof. G.Varley . So, on 
the day mentioned, I would have seen the fresh Black Knapweed (Centaurea nigra) shoots springing up all 
over the field and gone around all the whitened remnants of all the previous year’ seedheads-feeling them 
to see which ones felt ‘hard’ to the touch. These were probably ‘galled’ and contained the larvae of a 
remarkable community of associated insects. I collected some 30 heads and put them in a glass jar in my 

study to await events. Insects emerged from the galls between 7th and 27th May. Some were the Knapweed 
Gall flies Urophora jaceana. This fly regularly inserted its eggs in the developing knapweed seedheads and 
the plant’s response was to produce a mass of extra tissue within which the Urophora larvae could safely 
feed…or could they? The answer is no.  

Over the course of time, a variety of parasitoid insects have evolved to take advantage of this lifestyle and 
laid eggs in or around the unfortunate fly larvae / pupae, causing their demise. The gall became a 
battleground for survival. However, time seems to have seen equilibrium evolve where whenever anyone 
breeds out galled knapweed seedheads, a similar assemblage of insects emerges.  

 

 



6 
 

Ignoring the host flies (see previous picture), I concentrated on some of the other insects which had emerged 
over the course of May 2002. Most were parasitoids. 

In total, about eleven different species were noted. Identification of parasitoid wasps has always been 
notoriously difficult, but I had some success. Using well - tried keys and plenty of clues from literature and 
websites, I discovered we had about 15 Eurytoma specimens and some females of the genus Eurytoma could 
be identified, E. robusta being one of them. 

 

I also bred out about twelve Pteromalus elevatus females. This species, with its elegant upswept abdominal 
apex was well named! There were 13 of them. I made a rather elementary mistake in not putting a little more 
thought into this experiment. If I had isolated the sample contents and precisely dealt with a known number 
of galled seedheads we might have been able to include some estimates of parasitic load. It is almost certain 
that someone has already done this. Any information is welcomed. 

 

Maybe the star of the show was a beautiful female Torymus specimen. Several are associated with plant galls 
and noting these associations in literature can be very helpful when working the fiendishly tricky Torymus 
keys. 

Britain has over sixty species, and after a struggle I reached the halfway point in the key, only to read ‘all the 
species beyond this point are very difficult to distinguish.’ 

Torymus chloromerus had been mentioned as regularly present in Knapweed galls and there it was – in the 
‘difficult to distinguish’ group. 

I made the decision to put ‘agg’ after its name. 
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The rest of the parasitoids remain to be identified. Five Microchelonus specimens were present but currently 
only provisional identification is possible as the experts still disagree on the validity of characters being used 
for the main key. Perhaps someday a kind person will work on the remaining species to complete my task…. 

There is a footnote.  May 9th2002 saw a beautiful gelechid micromoth (Metzneria metzneriella) emerge from 
the tangled debris of galls and stems. The wing expanse was about 15mm. 

 

 

It was fortunate. On several occasions I have encountered a venomous looking braconid wasp probing 
Knapweed heads. Macrocentrus nidulator is recorded as parasitising larvae of several common smaller moths 
that develop in the softer tissues of the plant. 
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As this account comes to an end, readers need to be reminded that much remains to be 
learned about the activities and interactions between gall inhabitants. A great deal of 
information can be gathered from the papers and books listed below. It is also likely that plenty 
of seedheads probably remain free of host insects and parasitoids. 

You may be familiar with sayings about rats. Here is a favourite one: 

‘You're never more than 6 feet away from a rat.’ 

We may consider ourselves to be fortunate. If we were tephritid larvae living inside Knapweed, 
we might well have our enemies a lot closer to us than that! 
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A Very Wet Winter – Mark Webster 

What a year 2025 was for weather!  

I probably chose the wrong year to start looking for water beetles, as too often I found myself 

in wellies holding a pond net whilst standing in a dust bowl, rather than the pond I was 

expecting to find. 

Even some large bodies of water were reduced to merely a small patch of mud at the centre. 

Time and time again I’d go in search of that wonderful pond I’d just seen on Google Maps only 

to discover it was bone dry. 

But, fortunately, the weather seems to have a way of averaging itself out by the end of the 

year and so it was in 2025, with an unusually mild and wet winter that made up for the long 

summer drought. 

Normally I’d have been at home looking despondently out of the window at a rain sodden 

garden but having become increasingly interested in water beetles, I was overjoyed to see so 

much rain, as it meant that all those dust bowls would be filling up with water again. 

And so it was that November and December proved to be an excellent time for finding water 

beetles. All those dried out ponds were once again filled with water and the excessive rainfall 

had created lots of new seasonal ponds and flooded hollows in fields. 

Seasonal ponds are usually the best places to find water beetles as they’re free of predatory 

fish so the beetles have free reign over the water. 

The main thing I learnt over the year is that water beetles aren’t always where you might 

expect. When I started out with fresh wellies I thought the best place to look would be the local 

pond, where presumably water beetles would be swimming about in the open water.  But more 

often than not – they weren’t. I then read the old adage passed down over generations of 

beetle hunters. 

“The less water, the more beetles” 

This sounded absurd but proved to be exactly the case.  

A typical example was at Fens Pool where I failed to find a single beetle in ‘Farmers Pond’  a 

large traditional pond with deep water and stands of Bulrush, but found an abundance of 

beetles -consisting of four species - in what looked like a very unpromising wet puddle together 

with its resident shopping trolley, in the nearby field. 

It turns out that these shallow seasonal wet flushes are one of the best places to find water 

beetles and with all the autumn rain, there were now plenty of these characteristic flooded 

pools in hollows around the fields and at the edges of ponds where they’d overflowed into 

similar places. 

There are several reasons why these unassuming seasonal flushes are so good for beetles. 

Being seasonal, they lack predatory fish, so are a safe habitat for many beetles and bugs that 

lack any other defence mechanism. They are also rainfall - fed and rainwater is much less 

polluted than river water or drainage from roads and housing estates. There’s another major 

reason as well, which is that beetles and bugs live in amongst dense vegetation and whereas 

many ponds are largely devoid of vegetation seasonal ponds develop a rich flora during the 

dry period when seeds can germinate. Seasonal ponds also lack the build - up of organic 

detritus and silt that can ruin many ponds. In a typical pond this material sinks and releases 



10 
 

excess nutrients as it decays, whereas with a seasonal pond, dead organic matter decays 

much more quickly in the open air and sunlight. 

The wet flush shown below was only a few inches deep but had a dense rich flora that was 

full of water beetles with five species sampled on the day. (Agabus bipustulatus, Hydroporus 

pubescens, Hydrobius fuscipes agg., together with Helophorus and Anacaena species).  

 

 

Figure 3.  Wet flush at Fens Pool 

 

In fact by the end of the year I’d completely changed my erroneous preconceived ideas about 

where water beetles live. 

I can even point to the exact time and place of the Damascene conversion. 

It was on the 10th October on Brownhills Common at 6:05pm. 

I’d spent the whole day traversing the common looking for suitable ponds but only managed 

to find one that wasn’t dried out. This was the Wyrley Estate pond and although it looked like 

a picture - perfect stretch of water, it was very poor for beetles with only two species found 

after a great deal of effort (Gyrinus marinus / Helophorus grandis). 

 

By 6pm it was becoming dark and after a long, tiring and quite unproductive day I was standing 

next to a puddle in a tyre rut whilst wondering how to get back to the car - when I noticed a 

tiny black bottom poking out through the water. It was a water beetle coming up for air. The 

tyre rut was exactly the same width as the pond net so I just ran the net along it and netted 

two Agabus bipustulatus diving beetles, the only diving beetles I’d found all day.  

This really made me think: “have I been looking in all the wrong places?”  
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After that I realised that the old adage “The less water, the more beetles” is indeed very true. 

 

 
 

Figure 4 Tyre Rut on Brownhills Common 

 

 
  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 Figure 5 Agabus bipustulatus 

 

 
  

As a keen beetle and bug hunter I usually dread the autumn when everything winds down and 
all the bugs and beetles disappear from view one by one with the fading light and cooler 
temperatures. 

However, as I discovered to my delight, that’s not the case for water beetles. 

As November slid into December and the afternoon light faded I was delighted to keep finding 
water beetles. The problem wasn’t that water beetles were disappearing, it was just a case of 
what temperature I was prepared to endure. I found that 8°C was a limit for me if not for the 
beetles – below that it gets hard to see things for condensation and my fingers stop working!  
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However, the weather in December was really bizarre, oscillating from cold to mild within a 
few days. This meant I managed to get a final day of water beetle hunting in as late as the 
20th December. This was about two months later than I would normally have stopped species 
recording. It was a very successful day on Pelsall North Common, where the fields had wet 
flushes with abundant beetles. One patch of flooded grass had so many Helophorous beetles 
I didn’t need a pond net. You could scoop them off the grass by hand. 

This last day of water beetle recording on Pelsall N Common was truly memorable.  When 
you have these ‘good’ days it’s always hard to stop as you keep thinking ‘the beetle gods are 
shining down on me today – who knows what else is out there?’ 

So even though I knew it was too late and too cold, I couldn’t resist it when I noticed a small 
clump of watercress in a drainage ditch with lots of clay mud.  

The books say that the water beetle Agabus paludosus can be found in shallow slow flowing 
streams with watercress. So despite the cold I thought I’d just give it a go before I packed in 
for the year and hey-presto I caught a beetle I’d never seen before – Agabus paludosus. 

It’s a much less frequent occurrence than I’d like, but it is always a pleasure when beetles do 
exactly what they say in the book. 

A great way to end the year.  

 

 

                                    Figure 6 Agabus paludosus from 20th Dec 25 

 

Thank you for reading this Newsletter and I hope readers will be encouraged to send in their 
own photos and thoughts for next Spring’s number. 

Autumn and Winter are a fabulous time for observing nature so I’m sure you’ll find 
something of interest to send in, no matter what topic and with nature being so vast in scope 
there’s plenty of interest to enjoy.  

 

Mark Webster 

6th April 2026 


