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Happy New Year to everyone! 
 
I am writing this with the rain hammering against the window and very glad that I am not out 
there, with my colleagues (and today is a volunteer workparty!) continuing the usual round of 
winter work: clearing scrub and coppicing gorse. At least they will have the comfort of a 
bonfire to huddle round at lunchtime.  This is part of the patchwork of clearance work carried 
out each year to create a mosaic of micro-habitats throughout the reserve to benefit all the 
various creatures and plants with their differing preferences, from the bare soil to be 
colonised by annual plants and hunted over by beetles right through to the big gorse bushes 
that the Dartford warblers like to use as singing perches. 
 
One of the most dramatic types of management is controlled burning or “swaling” (I always 
have to look up how to spell it).  A section of old vegetation is burned to get rid of the old, 
woody growth of heather and gorse and stimulate re-growth.  Our reserve team are experts 
in carrying this out safely and sometimes the local fire brigade bring their trainees out to 
observe.  Swaling has to be done during the winter, so as not to effect nesting birds, and in 
small, controlled areas and under good weather conditions, so days are chosen carefully, 
when the heath is dry enough, but the wind is not too strong.  Sites are chosen in advance 
and preparations made, such as mowing of fire brakes.  It will probably happen during 
February and March, but not after the end of March.  So, as I keep repeating, if you see a 
fire on the heaths in the summer, it will be a wildfire, so please call the fire brigade. 
 
Winter doesn’t stop us surveying the birds, just controls the species we look for.  Recently 
154 snipe were counted during a transect walk, plus 5 woodcock.  So watch out for these 
lovely brown-dappled little birds. Snipe are very well camouflaged and will burst up from 
under your feet in the wetter parts of the reserve, so not for the weak hearted!  Hen harrier 
counts continue, to try to spot the over-wintering birds.  During these counts great grey 
shrike have been spotted: we usually get at least one wintering on the reserve, so keep an 
eye open.  They are medium-sized grey birds with a black mask, and like to perch 
somewhere to watch for prey. 
 
We’ve had a bit of a change over in our volunteers: Stuart and Emily have finished (many 
thanks to them) and Dave has started.  Everyone seems to have been off on exotic holidays: 
Mark to New York, Tia to Indonesia and Richard snowboarding somewhere in the Alps.  
Even Toby has got away to do chainsaw training in new and exciting parts of the UK. 
 
I am going to close with my usual plea for the garden birds in winter: if the weather turns cold 
(which is currently threatened) don’t forget that they need water as well as plenty of food.  I 
make sure I break the ice on my garden ponds, or if it has got too thick I put out a shallow 
dish of clean water each morning. And, speaking of ponds, if you have one it is good to try to 
break ice daily, especially if it is covered in snow.  I found this out one year when I had a 
dreadful frog mortality: if the ice is thin and clear the water plants carry on photosynthesising 
and making oxygen, but if it gets too thick, and the edges are sealed, light can’t get in and 
the gases created by decomposition can’t get out, and the frogs who may be hibernating on 
the bottom could suffocate. 
 
On that happy note I shall finish with reminder that the heaths are always there for a bracing 
winter walk, whatever the weather, and the gorse is in beautiful, fragrant flower... 

 


