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It has been a bit of an on-off kind of Spring so far, with a few beautiful days punctuating a very cold start to 
the season and then rain and flooding.  The much talked about Beast from the East couldn’t have come at a 
much worse time for wildlife.  Resident birds had started to pair 
up for nesting and our winter visitors needed to feed up ready to 
depart for their breeding grounds further north and east.  The 
frozen, snow covered ground came at a time when all the fruit 
and berries had gone from our orchards and hedgerows, leaving 
the birds and other animals struggling to find food.  Of particular 
note were the wintering thrushes including Redwings and 
Fieldfares which would normally have left the orchards and 
moved to open fields to feed on worms and other invertebrates. 
With the unfavourable conditions there were many reports of 
these usually shy birds entering gardens in flocks searching for 
food.  There can be little doubt that large numbers of these birds 
survived only because households were putting out apples and 
mealworms especially for them.  

It is not unusual for late winter and early spring to be unsettled and cool, but the extremes of weather 
witnessed this year may have affected our smaller creatures too, including pollinators.  Some species such as 
the Honeybee and various bumblebees were seen around the orchard hedgerows searching for nectar from 
the middle of March, but the usual abundance of hedgerow blossom was late this year.  Cherry Plum flowered 
a little later than some years, starting late March along with the various ornamental cherries so some early 
pollinators will have missed this important supply of food.  Blackthorn was starting to flower right at the end 
of the month into April which will be welcomed by bees and early hoverflies.  This will coincide with the Plum 
blossom so hopefully the temperatures will rise sufficiently for the pollinators to get to work and give us 
another bumper crop of the Vale’s famous fruit.   

We are learning more about the needs of our pollinators, which is helping us to plan the management of our 
sites to help these insects to continue their essential role in the production of our food.  The diversity of insects 
involved in pollination is becoming clearer and so are their varied habitat requirements.  At the recent 
Worcestershire Pollinators Conference, speakers from a range of leading environmental charities, local groups 
and councils came together to share information for pollinator friendly initiatives.  We still need to do a lot 
more to help our pollinators but this was a really encouraging event which will hopefully lead to a greater 
understanding of the needs of these mini-heroes. 
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Volunteers 
Our volunteers are used to grafting at our work parties but in March 
they learned a different kind of grafting; techniques for grafting fruit 
trees.  Walcot Organic Nursery hosted the event for us and twelve of 
our volunteers were shown how to graft different varieties of apple 
onto different root stocks.  We use a root-stock to give maximum 
height for our apple trees as part of the historic landscape, but there 
were also semi-dwarfing root-stocks available to grow trees more 
suitable for gardens.   

The last few months have seen our work parties concentrate on 
managing scrub to create a more varied habitat suitable for a range of 
breeding birds and insects.  Most of this work has been undertaken at our sites around the Littletons, where 
local residents joined us, so we have achieved even more than previous years.  We are looking forward to 
surveying the sites this year to see if the birds are appreciating our efforts. 
 

Orchard Planting 
We have continued to plant our new orchard at North Littleton, with another sixty two trees planted complete 
with sheep-proof guards.  We are continuing to use fine-meshed, hard plastic guards as it stops the sheep 
from ‘climbing’ the guards to get at the young trees while giving some protection from the strong winds at 
this exposed site.  A similar number of apple and pear trees were planted at our Naunton Beauchamp orchard 
where our Worcestershire collection is nearly complete.  The remaining varieties are being grafted for planting 
next year and we are grateful to Walcot nursery for grafting and growing the trees on and to Wade Muggleton 
for supplying cuttings of the appropriate varieties. 
 

Barn Owl Success 
Over the last few years, two of our volunteers have joined up with a licensed bird-
ringer to help our local Barn Owls.  We manage our sites to provide shelter and food 
for as much wildlife as we can but there is a shortage of big old trees with cavities 
suitable for Barn Owls, so this dedicated trio have given many hours of their time 
building, installing and maintaining boxes specifically for Barn Owls.  Because these 
beautiful owls are sensitive to disturbance local farmers have given permission for 
the boxes to be installed in places where there is little or no access for people.  The 
owls can then roost and hopefully breed in peace, while taking advantage of our sites 
to find food. 

Each year the boxes are checked, cleaned, repaired to make sure the owls have somewhere suitable to nest.  
In 2017 the group had a record count of owlets and were able to fit leg rings to 19 young Barn Owls from 6 
boxes.  We are very grateful to the volunteers and local farmers who make this possible - a fantastic effort. 
 

Free First Aid Training Course 
We are grateful to the Three Counties Traditional Orchard Project for funding a First Aid Course, designed to 
highlight first aid issues when working outdoors especially around orchards.  The original date was postponed 
due to snow but has now been rearranged for Sunday 22nd April to be held in Cleeve Prior.  There are places 
remaining so if you would like to book for this free training day please get in touch. 
 

 

Vale Landscape Heritage Trust (VLHT) is a registered charity, 
number 1080109.  We work to protect and preserve the environment 
in and around the Vale of Evesham and Pershore.  We work with 
volunteers, funders, farmers and the government to secure the future 
of, so far, just over 300 acres. 
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Bumbebees 
Bumblebees are large furry insects and are a familiar sight as they bumble around 
flowers in gardens and parks on warm summer days.  They are also very important 
pollinators of crops and being big and furry allows them to start flying early in the 
year when it is too cold for most other insects.  This means they are on the wing 
collecting pollen and nectar when the early plums are in blossom. 

Unlike the Honeybee Apis mellifera, bumblebees do not over-winter as a colony.  
Instead the new queens which leave the nest in summer will mate and then 
hibernate while all of the males, old queens and workers die off as their work is 
complete.  In March (or earlier some years) the young queens awake from their 
winter sleep and go in search of a suitable nesting site to start a new colony.  This 
means that they need early flowering plants to feed from including Goat and Grey 
Willow (Pussy Willows), Cherry Plum and Blackthorn.  When she has located a 
suitable nest site; this could be an area of long tussock grasses, piles of deadwood, 
holes in trees or even bird nesting boxes, she will build a nest often lined with moss.  
In here she lays her first eggs which hatch as workers and she builds little wax 
spheres to hold honey to feed her new brood.  As the nest develops she lays the 
new year’s male eggs and new queen eggs.  When the new queens and males leave 
the nest, the workers have no further use and the nest is deserted. 

There are many problems facing the queen through her life.  She needs to feed late 
in the year to ensure she has enough body fat to hibernate.  This means late 
flowering plants such as thistles and Ivy are very important.  If she successfully 
starts a new colony the following spring there are many parasites which will affect 
her and her off-spring.  Mites can infest the nests bringing diseases as well as 
feeding from the bees’ blood, weakening them.  Wax moths lay eggs in bumblebee 
nests and their larvae feed on the wax and even the bumblebee larvae.  There is a 
group of extraordinary flies called Conopids who sit around on flowerheads waiting 
to ambush a passing bumblebee.  These fast-moving flies land briefly on the bee 
and lay an egg under the plates of the bee’s abdomen.  When the egg hatches, the 
fly’s larvae eat into the bee where they remain feeding inside the living bee until 
they are ready to pupate.  At this point they eat the host’s vital organs, killing it and 
then emerge as a new Conopid fly.  There are also cuckoo bumblebees whose 
queens invade a bumblebee nest, killing the resident queen and taking over the 
running of the nest.  The cuckoo produces no workers of her own but uses the 
original queen’s daughters to bring up a new generation of cuckoo bees!  So, 
bumblebees need all the help we can give them to continue to pollinate our plants.  
Leave areas of tussock grasses and piles of deadwood where possible, leave 
standing dead trees where crevices have developed if safe to do so, plant nectar-
rich flowers in gardens to give a year-round food supply, leave a few weeds and cut 
down on chemical use. 

There are 25 species of bumblebee in the UK including 6 species of cuckoo bumblebee. 

Despite being large and colourful, identification can be tricky.  In fact, the workers of some species are so 
similar they cannot be separated.  The queens however are a little easier, so spring is a good time to have a 
go at identifying these handsome insects.   

There are seven common species which should be easy to find; the brown Common Carder Bee Bombus 
pascuorum, the Red-tailed Bumblebee Bombus lapidarius, the Buff-tailed Bumblebee Bombus terrestris, the 
White-tailed Bumblebee Bombus lucorum, the Garden Bumblebee Bombus hortorum, the Early Bumblebee 
Bombus pratorum and a recent arrival into our area the Tree Bumblebee Bombus hypnorum.  There is also a 
common Cuckoo Bumblebee Bombus vistalis which resemble the White-tailed Bumblebee. 
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Lower Moor and Haines Meadows Bird Report, January-March 2018 
Rob Prudden 

Cold wet weather prevailed throughout the period with the meadows being flooded 
on several occasions. These conditions proved attractive to wintering wildfowl with 
good numbers present throughout, including maximums of 120 Teal, 25 Wigeon, 
15 Shoveler and 9 Gadwall.                                                    

An impressive mixed flock of 620 Golden Plovers and 750 Lapwings also enjoyed 
the wet conditions on nearby arable fields and were regularly seen over the river 
meadows throughout January.                                                                                    

Wintering Common Snipe peaked at just 15 and a migrant Jack Snipe was seen on 
22nd March, this diminutive, shy, close relative of the Common Snipe is much scarcer and more difficult to see. 
Another retiring species and equally difficult to see, is the Woodcock, so single birds seen on three separate 
dates were notable. 

Alongside Haines Meadows two large wild bird winter seed crops proved very attractive to hungry farmland 
birds, these included up to 750 Linnets, 400 Chaffinches, 40 Yellowhammers, 180 Reed Buntings, 35 Skylarks, 
5 Bramblings, 300 Woodpigeons and an impressive flock of 550 Stock Doves. Inevitably birds of prey were 
attracted to the large gatherings of potential prey items and these included several ever present 
Sparrowhawks, single occasional Peregrine Falcons and a stunningly fast and agile male Merlin looking very 
impressive against a background of white on a snowy day at the beginning of March.   

With recent warmer winters, more Chiffchaffs choose to remain in the UK rather than moving further to the 
south. The small Reedbed adjacent to the Carpark attracts good numbers and this year double figures were 
regularly seen, these included two scarce “tristis” Siberian types that had chosen to winter in the relatively 
much warmer climes of the UK. 

Other resident winter visitors around the river meadows included, 2 pairs of Stonechat and 4 Water Rails. A 
wandering Barn Owl was seen attempting to hunt during the day time in thick snowy conditions on two 
occasions. 

The river meadows have traditionally been a daytime loafing site for gulls, resting between feeding trips to 
the nearby landfill site, with up to 7,500 birds present at times. With changes to waste management in the 
area there has been a significant drop in the amount of food waste going to landfill, so gulls have all but 
abandoned the site. Now only a handful of gulls spend their days at Lower Moor which may benefit potential 
breeding waders.  Two Great Black-backed Gulls on 22nd January were nice to find, while a much rarer 
juvenile Iceland Gull was most unexpected on 23rd.   
Winter records of Little Egret are scarce so a single bird feeding on the edge of the flash on 23rd January was 
unusual.   

The first sign of any early spring movement came with a pair of Shelducks on 26th January, this pair then 
remained and were still present at the end of March. Other early spring arrivals included a pair of 
Oystercatchers in deep snow on 3rd March, then a male Curlew on several dates between 4th and 19th 
March, this bird had then been joined by a female on 29th. A Dunlin was present on 3rd March with two 
more feeding on the edge of deep floodwater on 14th and 15th and single Redshanks were present daily 
from 15th to 25th March. 

 
Friends of VLHT 

Friends of VLHT pay a regular amount each month or each 
year, which supports the important work saving and 
renovating old orchards and hay meadows and woodlands.   

 

http://valetrust.weebly.com/friends.html  
or contact Gary at the office. 

Evesham Volunteer Centre 
Brick Kiln Street 
Evesham 
Worcestershire 
WR11 4AA 
07794 835 953 
valetrust@outlook.com 
http://valetrust.weebly.com 

 


