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Our wonderful cover shot this

month was taken by Matt Livesey.

Matt is a 20-year-old wildlife photographer from 

Hertfordshire, currently studying at University in 

Durham. He picked up a camera for the first time six years 

ago, after having gone birdwatching for seven years.

Twitter: @M_Livesey 

Flickr: MattLivesey97
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As some of you w ill have seen, New Nature won the “Green and Eco” category at the UK blog 

awards recently. This is an incredible award and we are really honoured to w in this as the other 

nominees were truly fantastic and we really didn’t expect to w in! There are of course many 

people who share in this award, the editorial team here couldn’t have gotten this far w ithout the 

support and articles of all the young writers up and down the country who share in our passion 

and have made New Nature the success that it is today. To all of our supporters, readers and 

contributors we have to say a massive thank you, we are truly grateful for your time and ideas.

Of course, “Award Winning” magazines don’t stay that way unless they keep improving and we have a great 
new edition this month!

Our own Elliot Dowding puts forward the case for the bilberry being an underrated species (page 8) and 
tells us what to look out for now that Spring is truly upon us (page 6). Alice Johnson interviews BBC Wildlife 
Magazine’s Features Editor Ben Hoare about what it takes to write a great article and finds out about his 
incredible career in the wildlife industry (page 28).

Elsewhere we have several articles about life beneath the waves. Kerry Paton and Dr Natalie Welden have 
fantastic pieces about sharks (page 22) and basking sharks (page 12) respectively whilst Hannah Rudd tackles 
the issue of fish sentience in a thought provoking article (page 18).

Above ground, Sophie May Lewis writes about Britain’s newest national park (page 10) and Josh Styles tells 
us about a rare plant initiative occurring in North West England (page 20).

All that is just the tip of the iceberg this month. Whatever your interest we are sure to have something for you 
so get reading and, as always, please get in touch if you would like to be involved in the next edition!

Scott Thomson

Content Editor

Want your photographs 
featured in next months 

issue of New Nature? 
We love seeing your nature pics and 

hearing the stories behind them so 

get in touch! You can email us at 

editorial.newnature@gmail.comor tweet us @newnature_mag

A massive thank you to 
James Thirlaway-Price 

for these absolutly 
glorious short earred owl photographs! @Uk_wildlife_

│  READERS PHOTOGRAPHS  │
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│  WHAT TO WATCH FOR  │

What to Watch for in

Words by Elliot Dowding

- 6 -

mAY

May is possibly the most exciting month 
of the wildlife year: so many insects 
and flowers are emerging; birds, 

reptiles and mammals are raising young; bird 
migration reaches its peak and the trees are 
finally in leaf. What better encapsulates this 
vibrant energy than the ecstatic outbursts that 
make up the song of the nightingale? This 
declining songbird is famous the world over 
for its repertoire, yet this fame doesn’t always 
translate into the respect and protection it 
needs, as the nightingale’s scrubby habitat 
is lost to development and it is shot on 
migration. There are, however, still many sites 
in southern England where you can find this 
secretive songster; including the Knepp estate 
and Pulborough Brooks in West Sussex or 
Blean woods in Kent. 

If you live in northern England then this is 
the month to go looking for the stunning 
flowers of the spring gentian. This scarce 
native flower is found only in Upper Teesdale 
in the UK, where it grows on the short turf of 
the limestone hills; it is small but hard to miss 
due to the intense cobalt blue colour of its 
five petals. Even further north, in the Outer 
Hebrides, this is a good time to attempt to 
see the elusive corncrake in the machair 
meadows of the islands. The grass should still 
be short enough to not completely hide these 
charismatic migrants and the males will be 
busy declaring territories with their rasping 
‘song’. North and South Uist, Iona and Coll 
are some of the best islands to search for this 
rare bird.

The pearl-bordered fritillary is out and about 
on its orange and black wings in May; once 
widespread in coppice woodlands across 
Britain, this attractive butterfly is now one 
of the rarest in the country, with its range 
having shrunk to clusters of sites in the 
south of England and in Scotland. Search 
for it in places with lots of violets (the larval 
foodplant), lots of bracken or leaf litter and 
plenty of sunshine – freshly coppiced woods 
or open hillsides are the usual habitat.

It is peak breeding season for the scarce sand 
lizard and the males will look wonderful in 
their pea-green scaly suits, if you can spot any 
that is. Restricted to the south, they have been 
reintroduced to multiple sites in recent years 
and seem to be doing well as the climate gets 
warmer. They live on sandy inland heaths as 
well as coastal sites such as dunes and shingle 
beaches, where they can be seen soaking up 
the sun in the early morning. Better known 
locations are RSPB Arne in Dorset and 
Woolmer forest in Hampshire.

Something every nature lover must do at some 
point in their life is visit a black grouse lek. 
May is the best month for a visit as the males 
are no longer going through the motions but 
are in the full heat of breeding mode and the 
numbers of birds will be at a high. A pre-dawn 
start is essential, but well worth it. Northern 
Wales, the Peak District and central Scotland 
is the main range of this beautiful grouse. Get 
out there!
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│  UNDERRATED SPECIES  │

Underrated 
Species

The heathers (Ericaceae) are a 
family of shrubby plants known 
almost exclusively for those 

species that produce incredible displays 
of purple and pink flowers on moors and 
heaths in summer – such as ling and bell 
heather. But there are other members of 
the family that are a little less showy and 
are considerably overlooked, my case in 
point being bilberry. This plant doesn’t 
exactly scream “look at me!” with its 
flattened green stems and small leaves 
that hide smaller flowers and it is easily 
lost amongst the understory of a wood or 
the bushy heathers which it often grows 
alongside.

The bilberry is restricted to acidic soils 
such as sandy heaths in southern England 
or moorland along the Pennines; it can 
grow in the open or as part of the ground 
flora in a wood, forming dense patches. 
April, May and June are the months 
when this plant puts out its small flowers, 
which resemble miniature red paper 
lanterns; these will be accompanied by 
fresh new leaves as, unlike the evergreen 
heathers, the bilberry is deciduous.
These flowers attract pollinating insects, 
such as flies, and in the north of England 
and in Scotland they are the primary 
nectar source of the localised and 
declining bilberry bumblebee (Bombus 
monticola). This plant also supports many 
Lepidoptera species whose larvae feed 
on its leaves, including at least 49 moth 
species as well as the green hairstreak 
butterfly. Some of these species - such as 
the bilberry roller, bilberry pug, bilberry 

tortrix and bilberry pigmy – can be seen 
flying over their foodplant during the day.
Besides supporting a large array of 
invertebrates on its leaves and flowers 
and adding structural diversity to the 
ground layer of woods and moors, the 
bilberry’s most appreciated contribution 
to the world are its berries. The many and 
varied local names for this plant – from 
whinberry to whortleberry – are evidence 
of this plants popularity across the UK. 
The blue-black berries with ruby-red 
flesh, which closely resemble the related 
blueberry, appear from July through to 
September and are produced in huge 
quantities.

More popular in continental Europe 
than in the UK, the berries are superbly 
delectable and can be eaten freshly picked 
off the plant or used in pies, pastries, 
sorbet, jams, juices, smoothies, pancakes 
or, as in Romania, they can be used as 
the base for a liqueur! Wild animals don’t 
ignore this food supply either so bilberries 
are an important part of the seasonal diet 
of many small mammals, birds (including 
grouse on moors) and insects that are 
attracted to the sugary fruits.
This unassuming green shrub is easy 
to walk past when it isn’t adorned with 
delicious fruit and can be easily lost from 
areas where sheep are grazed or there 
are large populations of deer – as both 
animals will eat it. It is a plant worth 
paying more attention to, whether to 
search for the many moths that live on it 
or to enjoy the oft-missed display of its 
hanging red flowers.

Bilberry
Vaccinium myrtillus

Words by Elliot Dowding

Image: kahvikisu
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Britain’s newest National 
Park, the South Downs, is 
also the most populated, 

as well as being a working 
agricultural landscape; but is it 
also a landscape rich in wildlife? 

I am setting out on a quest to 
explore the extraordinary wildlife 
on my doorstep, to discover some 
of the iconic species of the South 
Downs region and what the 
future may hold for them. Some 
of the species I have seen before 
but am keen to revisit, some make 
the list because I am determined 
to see them before it is too late, 
and a few are tricky to see so I 
will have to draw on some friends 
and contacts to guide me. From 
butterflies to water voles, badgers 
to corn buntings – the hunt is on! 

I can spend hours pouring over 
maps. The wiggly blue lines, stacked 
layers of contours, green smudges 
of wood or common, and the criss-
crossing networks of paths, tracks 
and historic ways, all tell their own 
story. Place names have their own 
relevance, pointing perhaps to the 
former usage of woodland or field, 
or features such as bogs and springs, 
or type of vegetation. Maps also 
speak to me of other knowledge 
linked to experiences stored in 
my memory: the river bend where 
kingfishers can be seen if luck is 
on the watcher’s side, or the field 
where I used to see brown hares. 
There’s the flood meadows on the 
edge of town where I sometimes 
see the local foxes, and the avenue 
of grand old chestnut trees where 
I plan to look for stag beetles on 
warm mid-summer evenings. Then 
there is the broad belt of forest 

where I have heard rumour of a 
goshawk. 

Familiarity with the landscape is 
key to my appreciation of nature, 
its complex workings, and our 
relationship with it, and there is no 
better way to get to know a place 
than by walking. The South Downs 
National Park marked its eighth 
birthday in April, and I joined 
a small group of ramblers on a 
7-mile walk near the National Park 
Authority’s headquarters town of 
Midhurst, to mark the occasion. 
It was the perfect opportunity to 
re-orientate myself with the local 
area ahead of the coming months 
of wildlife watching. 

As we walked, I found myself in 
the company of an archaeologist, 
and was given a brief lesson in the 
geology of the region. We were 
walking in ‘The Weald’, a wide band 
of lower-lying land, characterised 
by ancient oak woodlands, 
fragmented heathlands, and 
winding sandy-bottomed rivers. 
The geology here is called wealden 
greensand, and is sandwiched 
between areas of impermeable clay, 
and hills of porous chalk giving rise 
to numerous fresh water springs. 
Many millennia ago, a vast sheet 
of chalk formed by deposits of 
microscopic sea creatures covered 
most of the south east of England, 
and much of the land bridge to 
what is now mainland Europe. The 
erosion of the chalk, and the later 
layers of sand and clay, revealed the 
ridge of hills we know today. To 
the south of the hills, coastal silts 
and gravels mark the shifting line 
of the coast. 

Our conversation was interrupted 
by the loveliest of intrusions; liquid 
notes trickled with swelling flow 
from the grey skies. A skylark, one 
of a flock that flitted across the 
field ahead of our progress, had 
felt the stirring of spring and risen 
high to sing. 

The steady stream of notes instantly 
transported me to another day, 
another field. High summer and 
the Downland slopes were rich 
with herbage and flowers, alive 
with butterflies, whilst all the time 
the air was filled with skylark song, 
the birds lost in the vast blue above. 
The arrival of a chilling curtain of 
drizzle rolling in from the now 
murky, rain clad Downs, brought 
me back to the present moment. 
Despite the downturn in the 
weather, I smiled. The skylark had 
shown me a glimpse of summers 
past, and hopefully, to come. 

I will return to take a more in depth 
look at the story of the skylark 
and its farmland companions, 
but other wildlife will draw my 
attention through the next few 
busy months. First the swifts arrive 
on southerly winds to thrill the 
senses as they ricochet down the 
historic streets of the market town, 
followed by the cuckoo that seeks 
the songbirds’ nests in leafy bowers. 
As the sun matures to linger low 
on sultry evenings, stag beetles 
will patrol their woody kingdoms. 
Towards the end of June I will 
be lured to the heathlands to lie 
amongst the purple heather and 
be transported to a world of new 
perspectives by diminutive silver-
studded butterflies. A South 
Downs summer could be mistaken 
for paradise on Earth. 

Sophi
e May Lewis

Sophie May Lewis 

begins her regular 

segment by delving 

into the wildlife of 

the South Downs.

Based in rural West Sussex, Sophie 
finds inspiration for her writing and 
photography in the South Downs 
and the Weald. Introduced to wildlife 
and landscape history through family 
walks as a child, she has been hooked 
ever since.

Twitter: @SophiEcoWild
Website: sussexfieldnotes.wordpress.

com

SUSSEX FIELDNOTES:

A South Downs Summer

- 10 -
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Dr

. Natalie Welden

It is sometimes said, usually by pushy, 
overachieving types, that nobody 
remembers who comes in second. But 

when it comes to the world’s second 
largest fish, even the slightest glimpse is 
an impression that few forget. 

The basking shark is one of the UK’s 
most enigmatic species, a secretive marine 
giant, seen around the coast between May 
and October as they migrate to feed on 
local plankton blooms. They catch their 
planktonic prey by swimming with a 
characteristic open mouth, known as 
“ram-feeding”, filtering out the tiny 
organisms from the surrounding water.

The largest basking shark recorded was 
around 12 meters in length, although 
few get above nine, and they are found 
throughout the world’s temperate oceans. 
Despite their size, we still know little 
about their habits and distribution, but 
they are thought to be slow maturing and 
may take one to three years to gestate 
their young. 

Formerly targeted for their meat, fins, and 
leather as well as shark liver oil for use 
in tanneries and lamps, basking sharks 
were caught across their range. But their 
annual movements are unpredictable, and 
lack of knowledge regarding their biology 
has resulted in insecurity surrounding 
their resilience to exploitation. So, while 
a number of countries still have quotas, 
these remain largely unused. In the UK 
they have not been fished since the mid-
1990s, and have been fully protected 
under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 
since 1998. 

When I lived and worked on the Isle of 

Cumbrae, I regularly talked to a skipper 
who had the dubious honour of being 
the last basking shark fisherman in the 
Clyde Sea. Now thoroughly reformed, 
he is a wealth of information on the 
big fish, describing (sometimes in eye-
watering detail) not only how they were 
caught and hauled in, but also the wild 
fish themselves as they cruised the Clyde 
around the Arran Deeps and down 
toward the Irish Sea. 

All the local commercial skippers and 
regular sailors had stories of grey-brown 
fins gliding across calm seas, stories to 
make a newcomer jealous. But seeing 
basking sharks is dependent on conditions 
and luck – the right mix of tides, plankton 
and location. In the Clyde Sea, the sharks 
are most regularly seen to the south, 
where the water is deeper and ship traffic 
is more dispersed. The regular routes of 
our research vessels kept me fixed in the 
north and I was tied to the Island the rest 
of the time. I was forced to wait.

It took 14 months and a network of 
local spotters to see my first shark from 
the land. I had been working late at the 
marine station when a colleague phoned 
to say that a shark been spotted cruising 
into the bay. A tiddler at around 3 meters 
long. I left my coffee cooling, grabbed 
my camera and ran the length of Marine 
Parade. 

At the mouth of the bay, the road sloped 
abruptly down to comparatively deep 
water and (luckily for me) the shark was 
still there. Cruising about 6 meters off the 
shoreline, following the trail of plankton 
brought in on the tide. I stood with a 
mixed crowd of lucky locals and holiday 

New contributor Dr. 

Natalie Welden begins 

her regular segment 

on UK marine life with 

one of her all-time 

favourite fishy giants 

– the basking shark.

Natalie Welden studied 
Ecology at Derby, and Marine 
Environmental Management 
at York; finally earning a 
PhD on the impacts of marine 
microplastics. She currently 
teaches at the University of 
Portsmouth where she maintains 
her passions for citizen science 
and outreach.
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Basking 
Shark

WILDLIFE  │  Nat’s Marine Miscellany
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natural markings as well as scars, nicks 
and other injuries which make them 
identifiable. 

Using photographs it is possible to identify 
the sites individual sharks use, to determine 
whether they are faithful to a certain area, 
or vary their habits from month to month 
or year to year. These projects are unique 
amongst ongoing research in that the 
public can aid in the production of highly 
important information with the click of 
a camera shutter, contributing to a UK 
wide database accessible by a range of 
conservation charities and researchers.

If you would like to get a glimpse (and 
potentially a photograph) of these gentle 
giants yourselves, your best bet is the 
west coast in late spring and summer. 
Choose a site where tidal conditions will 
mix nutrient rich waters at the surface, 
causing large numbers of plankton, and 
aim for calm conditions which will allow 
you to spot those tell-tale fins. If you can 
get onto a ferry or other boat I highly 
recommend it, if not, try taking binoculars 
to a high coastal point and scanning the 
sea from there.

Whilst feeding at the surface, the big fish 
are unmistakable, but be sure not to be 
confused as to the size of your shoal. A 
single shark may break the water in three 
places; the blunt snout, the dorsal fin, and 
the tail fin. As a result, it can look like 
you’re dealing with more than one animal. 
Watch where fins appear together and 
how they move to avoid over counting. 

If you are lucky enough to spot a basker, you can report your sightings to the Sharks Trust and help advance our knowledge of sharks in UK waters. If you get a photo of a fin, send that in too!

makers, watching as the shark lazily 
patrolled the bay powered by languid tail 
flicks. 

We watched for 30 minutes until it moved 
out of the bay, heading south toward Little 
Cumbrae. Over the following years, I have 
seen many more, usually on student trips 
and research vessels, once with a flotilla 
of 13 Scottish RYA boats whilst crossing 
the Irish Sea. Each time their slow grace 
and ability to vanish at a moment’s notice 
amazes me. 

“SEEING BASKING 

SHARKS IS DEPENDENT 

ON CONDITIONS AND 

LUCK – THE RIGHT MIX 

OF TIDES, PLANKTON 

AND LOCATION.”

Despite their ability to fade into deep 
water and their habit of moving offshore 
in colder months, there are a number 
of research methods used to enlighten 
researchers as to the unseen activities 
of basking sharks; from tissue sampling 
using crossbows to satellite tagging, the 
results of which aim to provide more data 
on distribution, population size, and life 
history patterns. 

One of the least invasive methods is 
photo-identification of fins, which in this 
species are grey-brown and mottled. As 
with other sharks and marine mammals, 
basking shark fins have a unique mix of 

Images by Natalie Welden- 15 -
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I was in the mood for a walk, despite my 
lecture beginning in half an hour. Setting off 
from my flat, the woodland whispered to me 

– and I followed. Shoots burst determinedly 
from cracks in the pavement; a precursor to the 
swathes that shivered under the stark canopy 
ahead. My lecture started soon; I knew I did not 
have long. Yet, my shoes crunching gently and 
the river bubbling, frothing and sloshing, I could 
not help but detect myself a little more at peace. 
The water of the river was like green-stained 
turpentine; the wilted daffodils reminded me 
of spilt egg yolk dribbling onto the path. An 
occasional yellow trumpet glided speedily on the 
current of the river.

Here and there, the early buds tentatively framed 
the trees’ fingertips in haloes of green. Fresh 
green. Unbleached green. Buds so miniscule that 
the bullet-grey sky could have crushed them. 
But it did not. And walking on, the promising 
aura seemed to penetrate into me; I could feel 
the life and the energy of this place. This space. 
This earthy, muddy, humus-filled walk, where 
magpies flitted and burst from the undergrowth; 
where pigeons grazed in herds, like cattle; where 
blackbirds stared beady-eyed, and threw up some 
leaf-litter as though to challenge you to a fight. 
I knew I would be late; walking a little quicker, 
I tried to take everything in; it was no good. 
The buds were lost, the blackbirds frightened 
and the fern fronds jagged in affront. I could 
not absorb this place speeding along as I was 
doing. But I needed to get to my lecture. The 
sycamores and the bird cherries and the large 
hornbeam seemed to disentangle their fingers, 
and up ahead, the concrete and the buildings 

stood, sentinels stern and silent. Reaching them, 
I paused. The path warbled behind me. Cherry 
blossoms whirled earthward. I pressed on, along 
a winding street, thronged by houses that leaned 
over the cobbling. I felt the blossoms trembling 
behind me, unheard and unseen.

Later, I walked back the same way, but 
everything seemed a little uneasy. A muffled 
feeling prevailed, worsened by the hood framing 
my face. The rain whispered down; and split-
splatted; and chequered the ground and the 
trees. Sitting down on a bench by the river, 
I looked around me. A laurel glistened with 
droplets. Spindly branches knelt in the water, 
swaying and skimming as the river sloshed, 
then buckled, sloshed, then buckled. Steadily, 
I lowered my hood; steadily, the noises came 
back to me. Birdsong. Raindrops. Scuffling in 
the undergrowth. The river’s sound, dense and 
omnipotent. Everywhere and nowhere all at 
once. A pang of sadness caught me – I knew that 
I would be leaving soon. The final exam; then, 
returning home. Leaving behind all the growing 
things which would still be growing without me. 
But then my loneliness diffused with the hum 
here, the warble there; my loneliness as a person 
on their own, suddenly was no longer loneliness. 
The fading daffodils scrawling their golden 
blossoms; the jewel-like buds casting their 
hopeful haze; and the river, always tumbling. I 
looked about me; I looked up and down and left 
and right and all the little spaces in between; I 
could not help but smile a little. Just a little. I got 
up. I began walking. A blackbird threw a flurry 
of dead leaves up in the air behind me. 

Connecting 
with

Nature
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Words by James Rowland
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Hannah Rudd

New contributor 

Hannah Rudd begins 

her regular segment by 

taking a closer look 

at the controversial 

topic of fish 

sentience.

Hannah Rudd is an active marine 
conservationist and in her final year 
at Lancaster University. With an 
appetite for documenting the marine 
world and inspiring others through 
her writing, Hannah is an aspiring 
wildlife broadcaster. She will begin 
MSc Marine Environmental 
Management at the University of 
York in September 2018. 

Twitter: @hannahsrudd
Website: hannahrudd.com

after feeding time is over.  But there 
is something that connects them 
all. Bang on 6pm, they all crowd 
around the edge nearest to the sofa 
that’s positioned next to the tank, 
regardless of whether a human is 
there to drop in their food source. 
I’m sure they know it’s dinner time, 
they must do, surely? Sentience 
within fish is controversial among 
the scientific community and a 
debate which remains unresolved, 
but surely there is more than meets 
the eye here?

My fascination with fish sentience 
was rekindled last year whilst 
looking for some holiday reading. 
Jonathon Balcombe’s What A Fish 
Knows is an excellent introduction 
into the topic and a book I 
thoroughly recommend to any 
budding marine ecologist or animal 
behaviourist, as it approaches the 
topic with funny anecdotes and 
minimal jargon. This book opened 
a can of worms here (or should that 
be can of sardines?). An infinity of 
questions raced around my mind 
and I just had to know the answers.
When an organism is ‘sentient’, 
“it is capable of being aware of 
its surroundings, its relationships 
with other animals and humans, 
and of sensations in its own 
body, including pain, hunger, 
heat or cold” (Turner, 2006). Fish 
sentience is a concept that’s being 
investigated more and more within 
scientific literature recently. In fact, 
a landmark study using zebrafish 
as the model organism published 
in 2015 found that the species 
demonstrate the capacity to show 
‘emotional fever’. This refers to 
the ability to demonstrate “stress-
induced hyperthermia (SIH), a 
transient rise in body temperature 
shown in response to a variety 

of stressors”, and an indicator of 
sentience within animals.

Culum Brown, a professor at 
the Macquarie University also 
published a landmark review paper 
in the journal Animal Cognition 
entitled “Fish intelligence, 
sentience and ethics” in 2014. 
Brown provides a wealth of 
evidence indicating that fish are 
sentient beings, including evidence 
that they are also capable of feeling 
pain. Clownfish, for example, have 
a vocal language that demonstrates 
their social standing. African 
Cichlids can remember associations 
for 12 days once trained, proving 
they have some memory skills, 
and male cichlid fish have been 
shown to demonstrate ‘having fun’ 
by playing with a thermometer in 
a group – displaying their social 
skills too. Tool use in fish has been 
documented in the tusk fish, which 
smashes shells open on an anvil. 
Do you see a pattern here?

It seems to me that it’s time we 
rethink the way we interact with 
our fishy friends. This incredibly 
diverse taxa are widely exploited by 
humankind; intensively fished in 
almost half of the world’s oceans, 
commonly kept as pets within 
households and frequently used as 
model organisms within scientific 
experimentation. Unquestionably, 
further research is required and the 
notion of what comprises ‘sentience’ 
itself is often up for debate. Brown 
concludes his paper with “I submit 
that there are compelling reasons 
to include fish in our ‘moral circle’ 
and afford them the protection 
they deserve” and if that doesn’t 
sum this up perfectly, then I don’t 
know what does.
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: Why Are 
We Still 
Doubting 
Fish 
Sentience?

Where do I begin with my 
first column? Pondering 
on this question has 

consumed me for the best part of 
a week. As I watch the freshwater 
fish in my home aquarium rush 
into a feeding frenzy, I contemplate 
on what to write about for this 
debut piece. Potentially something 
on plastic pollution in the Pacific? 
Or maybe, a feature on our British 
marine wildlife and improving 
Marine Protected Area (MPA) 
coverage?  I could even write about 
fisheries politics in light of Brexit, I 
suppose? As my eyes sauntered up 
to the waterline where the hatchet 
fish were nibbling away at their 
remaining fish flakes, I hoped for 
an idea to pop into my head.

It had just past my favourite time of 
day in the fish tank – feeding time. 
Releasing the blocks of daphnia 
and bloodworm with sprinklings of 
fish flakes onto the water’s surface 
creates my own miniature ‘sardine 
run’ of sorts. From every angle fish 
dash across the tank trying to get a 
morsel of food. Clown loaches dart 
up from the bottom and delve into 
a fight with the Cory catfish over 
bloodworm. Then, the common 
pleco slyly swims out of the sunken 
shipwreck to scavenge for morsels 
amongst the stones, careful to not 
disturb the sleepy dragon goby. 

Typically, my inspiration was right 
in from of my eyes. Each fish in 
the aquarium has its own unique 
‘personality’, if you will. Our pair 
of pearl gouramis are shy, timid 
creatures, frequenting themselves 
amongst the African water fern, 
whereas the armoured catfish 
are often found front and centre, 
rummaging around in the pebbles 
and moss for scraps of food, long 
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The concept of island biogeography 
was first laid out by MacArthur and 
Wilson (1967) in a book entitled The 

Theory of Island Biogeography. The concept 
was relatively simple in its key principles; that 
‘islands’ that are small are capable of supporting 
fewer species than larger ‘islands’, and that the 
further away these ‘islands’ are from each other, 
then the less likely it is that a species is able to 
re-colonise once it becomes extinct.

Since the industrial revolution and Second 
World War, semi-natural habitats including 
our flower-rich meadows, heathlands, 
mosslands and woodlands have been lost, 
predominantly due to agriculture and forestry. 
This has left many of our plants in a rather 
awful predicament; huge expanses of our 
once flower-rich habitats have been lost, and 
remaining flower-rich places are in generally 
very isolated and small pockets of our 
countryside. In this case, the concept of island 
biogeography could be said to apply; isolated 
and small floristically-rich islands are both 
prone to extinction events, and things that are 
extinct are unlikely to re-colonise. The sheer 
level of habitat loss that has occurred over the 
past century, and rate at which our flower-rich 
habitats are still being lost, has meant that one 
in three wildflowers in Britain are under threat 
of extinction. Additionally, per county, on 
average one to two species goes extinct every 
year in England!

Growing up as a child, one of the most infuriating 
memories I had each year, was to look at my county’s 
rare plant register which gives information on the 
very rarest plants in the county. Almost every year 
there were new extinctions; it has always been a 
devastating prospect that the rare, and even some 
of the more common plant species, could be utterly 
gone from the region when I am an old man. Given 
the often immense distances other sites are where 
the species is present, it often will not re-colonise 
and will be extinct for good. 

I now have over 15 years botanical 
cultivation and recording experience, 
and this same devastating prospect 
was the rationale for the 
beginnings of an initiative 
for my region (North-West 
England), the North-West 
Rare Plant Initiative; to 
put back and reinforce 
species on suitable sites 
that are on the very 
cusp of extinction in the 
region. 

THE NORTH-

WEST RARE PLANT 

INITIATIVE 

(NWRPI): AIMS AND 

OBJECTIVES

The NWRPI is an initiative 
that I formalised in August 
2017 operating across 
Cheshire, Greater 
M a n c h e s t e r , 
M e r s e y s i d e , 
Lancashire and 
South Cumbria. 
There are just 
under
 50 target 
species for my 
initiative for 
which I want to 
reintroduce and 
reinforce throughout 
the region; this isn’t a 
quick process and involves 

lots of steps including suitability 
assessment, consideration 

of biosecurity concerns, 
feasibility, etc. (to 
view an overview of 
the reintroduction 
protocol I follow, see 
www.nwrpi.weebly.
com). Additional to 
my aims involving 

reintroducing and 
reinforcing species, 

the NWRPI aims also 
to work with landowners 

of sites with these rare species, 
to incorporate more favourable 

management practices. It also 
aims to establish a national 

network of propagators 
for target species to assist 
in cultivation effort and 
to act as back-up in the 
very worst scenarios.

PRIORITY SPECIES

Although extinctions of 
plants at a regional level 
doesn’t necessarily equate 

to extinction at a national 
level, it is often a precursor 

to such; thus, conservation at 
a regional level is of paramount 

importance, in addition to 
looking at species in a national 

context. As well as conserving rare 
plants because we need to maintain 

a level of biodiversity, plants offer us a lot. 
They are the fundamental basis of all life on Earth; 

they give us food, building materials, medicine and 
are shown to improve aspects of our mental health. 
Aside from these qualities and products plants offer, 
they’re just downright AMAZING...

An example of one of the species I am cultivating 
is oblong-leaved sundew (Drosera intermedia). It 
is one of the more spectacular things I grow and 
is a carnivorous plant in the family Droseraceae. 
It grows on very wet, acid, nutrient-deficient peat 
bogs and wet heaths throughout Britain and Ireland 

and has fantastic tentacle-like structures with 
terminal mucus-producing glands. Once 
small invertebrates land on these mucus-
covered tentacles, the plant is able to digest 
the organism and absorb the nitrogen content 
which is otherwise unavailable in the nutrient 
deficient peat bogs. Oblong-leaved sundew 
has unfortunately declined substantially in the 
region due to these peat bogs being formerly 
drained for forestry and excavated for peat; it 
now exists in often very isolated pockets of 
wet heath and peat bog that remain across the 
North-West region. 

INTO THE NOT-SO-DISTANT FUTURE!

Within the next year of my initiative, a lot 
of prospective reintroductions are planned 
many thanks to the assistance provided by 
funding from individual donors and Chester 
Zoo. An example of one up-and-coming 
introduction would be the introduction of 
sheep’s-bit (Jasione montana) onto Freshfield 
Dune Heath, Sefton Coast. This fantastic 
place is a Site of Special Scientific Interest 
and is currently under the management of 
Lancashire Wildlife Trust, dominated by 
expanses of acid heathland and grassland. 
Sheep’s Bit is a species doing rather poorly in 
the region given its poor ability to disperse and 
loss of heathland and acid grassland; so bad 
in fact, that in 2017, the entire S. Lancashire 
population was down to two individual 
plants. Following 2017 sampling of seed from 
Cheshire and North Wales and permission 
granted by the Trust, I now have a substantial 
number of plants ready for introduction onto 
Freshfield Dune Heath, close to where it had 
recently disappeared from. 

Finally, it should be noted that all species 
introductions are well justified by a stringent 
protocol and with the permission of relevant 
landowners and statutory bodies. It is 
important not to take any rare plant or plant 
things onto nature reserves. All sampling and 
introductions are done in strict accordance 
with IUCN guidelines and the BSBI code of 
conduct.

A NEW CONSERVATION INITIATIVE FOR 

NORTH-WEST ENGLAND

The 
North-West 
Rare Plants 

Initiative Wo
rds

 by
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British Sharks
Under Threat

Cue Jaws theme music...

Words by Kerry Payton
Illustrations by Harriet Gardiner
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Wait! Before you leave 
for the next article in 
blood curdling fear, let 

me explain. Here in the UK we 
have over 40 shark species and 
none include the ‘bloodthirsty’ 
great white. Although, we do get 
visits from the fastest shark in the 
world (the shortfin mako, Isurus 
oxyrinchus), the second biggest 
shark in the world (the basking 
shark, Cetorhinus maximus), and 
some of the rarest sharks (angel 
sharks of the genus Squatina, the 
ironically named common skate, 
Dipturus batis, and white skate, 
Rostroraja alba). 

The only serious attack recorded 
was in 1922, with only eight non-
serious attacks being recorded since 
then, despite many sensationalist 
headlines. Injuries are often caused 
by brushing against the sharp 
denticles on the shark’s skin, rather 
than actual bites. Ready to leave 
shark stigma buried in the jaws 
theme tune? 

THE PROBLEM, PROTECTION 

AND CAMPAIGNS 

In the UK, 21 of our shark species 
live here year-round with 11 of our 
sharks being deep water species. 
The rest migrate seasonally or 
visit when the whim takes them. 
Sharks are undeniably important 
to the food chain and in serious 
trouble, with 90% of world species 
under threat. British species are no 
exception with over 50% of our 

wonderful sharks in trouble. The 
main issue British sharks face is 
overfishing. Indeed, well into in 
the 1990’s the basking shark was 
heavily targeted for its liver oil, 
meat and fins. In 1998, basking 
sharks became a protected species 
in the UK, thanks to the work of 
Plymouth based charity The Shark 
Trust. They have also done great 
work with the Squatina genus 
(angel sharks), many of whom are 
critically endangered according 
to the IUCN Red List. Indeed, 
like the basking shark, Squatina 
squatina is protected under the 
Wildlife and Countryside Act 
(2008 revision), as well as under the 
Scottish Elasmobranch protection 
order. Currently, The Shark Trust 
are running the No Limits No 
Future! campaign, which seeks to 
get a catch limit put on species like 
the blue shark (Prionace glauca) 
and the shortfin mako, who are 
being dredged towards extinction 
and are regular visitors to our UK 
shores. This is a fight they are also 
taking to the European Union as 
well as Parliament. 

THE STIGMA PARADOX

The demise of the shark is hardly 
known about, the managing 
director of The Shark Trust says, 
“As a shark conservationist it is 
easy to feel like you’re locked in 
a box, shouting warnings that 
nobody can hear.” So, why is this? 
Why does no one seem to care 
about the plight of the shark? 
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Most conversations I’ve had with 
people about sharks and their 
conservation go something like 
this: 

1. “I don’t understand why you like 
sharks. They have big, sharp scary 
teeth and evil, cold eyes.” 

Cue my avid defence of sharks, 
complete with terrible shark 
impressions. 

Cue their glazed over look as they are 
determined to maintain their disdain. 

2. “What is your favourite marine 
animal?” 

“Sharks.”

“Everyone says sharks, it’s so boring. 
Pick something more interesting.” 

“What do you actually know about 
sharks?” 

“Erm… well… Jaws…” 

From what I can tell it is a mixture 
of both stigma and the belief 
that everyone has heard about 
sharks, so they must receive lots 
of recognition. This seems to leave 
them out in the cold when it 
comes to the level of care people 
give to their plight. Paradoxically, 
it is the scare-mongering that has 
given sharks the publicity and 
worldwide recognition that fuels 
the second belief system I have 
come across. The Shark Trust have 
even gone so far as to say that, “As 
well as failing to provide accurate 
reporting, this style of journalism 
amplifies misunderstanding and 
fear of sharks, which today face 
possibly the greatest crisis of their 
420 million year history.” This 
crisis is due to human pressures 
and yet shark conservation, and for 
that matter research, goes largely 
underfunded and as a result we 
hardly know anything about many 
of our shark species, particularly 
deep sea sharks. 

This is a travesty that cannot be 
allowed to continue. Sharks are the 
caretakers of our oceans, without 
them ecosystems and food chains 
would descend into chaos. Sharks 
help keep prey species healthy 
by removing the sick and the 
genetically disadvantageous. They 
are on the side of fisheries as they 
keep numbers low of predators 
who predate on commercially 
important species, and they also 
generate jobs and wealth through 
ecotourism. They do all this and 
in return are faced with mass 
slaughter. It is time to wake up to 
the needs of the shark, to appreciate 
the shark and to support the shark. 
So please, next time you hear shark 
stigma, challenge it. Be a friend of 
the shark, because believe me, we 
need them just as much as they 
need us. 
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Dogs – the biggest pandemic 
since the Black Death. A 
society packed with canine-

crazed people has certainly thrown 
us into the environmental dark 
ages. These carnivorous creatures 
consume vast amounts of meat each 
year, completely neutralising any 
positive affect that an increasingly 
vegetarian population has had 
upon humane farming.

Animal lover’s though their 
owners claim to be, that title is at 
best selective and at worst blindly 
hypocritical. In 2015, Britain 
spent a whopping seven billion 
pounds on these mollycoddled 
mutts. Seven billion! The reason 
for the painfully high cost? Beauty 
pageant outfits, fitness classes, and 
dog hotels.

At the risk of being hung by these 
canine-obsessed lunatics, I would 
like to point out that – dogs are not 
people. Dogs are not even a natural 
creation, we created them from 
wolves, by selectively choosing the 
tamest wolves and breeding and 
breeding them until they wouldn’t 
eat us, and we could live by their 
side. Humans lived in a sort-of 
symbiotic relationship with dogs. 
Whereby, we gave them meat if 
they protected us. Now, this all 
makes sense. But a few millennia 
down the line and a chihuahua in 
a pink handbag, drinking spring 
water from a plastic bottle is 
somehow even legal? Imagine if 
that seven billion had been put 

into conservation. Maybe more 
than four out of the previous 
15 species of turtle would be 
swimming around the Galapagos 
Islands today.

How many times, when out for a 
walk, have you seen a discarded 
doggy poo bag? Frequently, I see 
this on the coast path. It is so 
irritating because that plastic will 
surely end up in a marine creature. 
Anybody who carelessly does this 
could hardly be called an animal 
lover.

Our feline friends are also 
intensively detrimental. In 
Scotland for example, the presence 
of the domestic cat has caused near 
extinction of the Scottish wildcat. 
Already facing the fact that 99% of 
its habitat (ancient woodland) has 
been felled, the Scottish wildcat is 
also becoming genetically extinct. 
Interestingly, the domestic cat and 
Scottish wildcat are genetically 
rather similar and create fertile 
offspring. However, the hybrid 
this creates is now no longer a true 
Scottish wild cat. In addition to 
this cat catastrophe, feral domestic 
breeds are often host to a variety of 
lurgies. Their illnesses can spread 
to Scotland’s wildcats, causing 
numbers to decline further.

Frequently, humans have brought 
predators with them into new areas, 
causing devastation to ecosystems 
globally. When Humans first went 
to New Zealand for example, 

they accidentally brought rats 
with them, too. Unfortunately, 
this proved devastating to the 
ground-nesting flightless parrot, 
the fascinating kakapo. Practically 
extinct from the mainland, bar one, 
kakapos are making a recovery on 
surrounding islands. Because of 
our ancient relationship with the 
wolf, we now have dogs that are 
trainable. With their brilliant sense 
of smell, terriers can be trained to 
sniff out kakapo.

Kakapos are nocturnal, and they 
hide in burrows amongst the thick 
undergrowth of the forest floor. 
Without these terriers, it would 
be virtually impossible to find and 
locate these precious creatures, for 
scientists to monitor.

Yet this is ever so slightly different 
from the pampered pooch being 
given a haircut, ready for the beauty 
pageant. I just think it’s time 
that we stopped throwing away 
endless resources on our human 
created furry friends (living toys) 
and started putting that time and 
energy into conserving the natural 
world. Why should a picture of a 
poodle with a ribbon on its head 
tug on the heart strings more than 
a baby dolphin caught in fishing 
line? The plain and simple reality is 
that both we and our pets rely upon 
the natural world to survive. So to 
completely ignore the devastating 
effect we are having upon it is just 
sealing our own fate, and theirs.

MAN’S BEST FRIEND – 

NATURE’S WORST ENEMY

Opinions 
Piece

Words by Jo Cutler
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The purpose of conservation in Britain is to protect our natural 
environments and the diverse flora and fauna found within. 
From rolling hills to ancient woodland, there are plenty of 

areas that need to be conserved and a multitude of reasons to protect 
them. Our wild animals need homes, our diverse plants need to 
thrive and it has been scientifically proven that we need to spend 
time in the great outdoors to look after our health and happiness. 

To protect our natural environments, many governmental and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) exist in the UK to identify 
which areas need to be prioritised for protection, for example based 
on the level of biodiversity or presence of threatened species, and 
how these areas can be managed. Government departments and 
bodies such as DEFRA (Department for Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs), Natural England and the Forestry Commision set 
legal standards for protection and actively manage the landscape. 
NGOs such as the National Trust, The Woodland Trust and The 
Conservation Volunteers contribute to conservation through land 
purchase and management, restoration, and grass-roots activities. 

Another large influencer over how conservation occurs within 
Britain is the European Union. Through the EU, Britain has received 
substantial funding for research in areas such as ecology, zoology and 
conservation. Britain is required to meet legislation put forward by 
the EU with the intention of protecting our natural environments, 
for example by banning harmful pesticides and protecting soils. The 
EU has historically facilitated the cooperation and collaboration 
between European countries to enforce protection and manage the 
conservation of a multitude of flora and fauna species, particularly 
migratory birds. With our imminent exit from the EU, it is inevitable 
that the state of conservation in Britain as we know it will change.

The EU presently assigns protection to essential habitats for 
threatened species under the Habitats Directive. Local Wildlife Trust 
groups have reported local authorities calling for the downgrading 
of this protection status after Brexit due to the increased costs faced 
when building houses nearby. There are fears that by leaving the EU, 
we will lose many of our environmental protection safeguards, which 
could put our natural habitats and the species that reside in them at 

risk. Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI’s) were damaged or 
lost entirely at a rate of 15% per year before the EU Habitats and 
Birds Directives came into force. This has since decreased to 0.005% 
due to the protections afforded to them by the EU. Fears that these 
directives could be watered down or rendered entirely ineffective to 
allow for damaging economic activity are valid, as if this happens 
it could cause irreparable damage to the ecosystems that make up 
Britain. 

Protections from the EU have previously forced a reluctant British 
government to take action in conservation matters, resulting in 
essential protected habitats for threatened species such as porpoises.
The EU habitat compensation scheme means that if development 
or flood defense work does occur on a protected habitat, this habitat 
must be rebuilt and replaced elsewhere. This benefits the species that 
reside in these habitats, and prevents too large a knock-on effect 
on species numbers. The benefits that Britain currently reaps from 
environmental EU legislation was gambled with by those who voted 
to leave the EU, and it remains to be seen whether that gamble will 
pay off for the nature of Britain.

There are hopes that upon leaving the EU, some areas that have 
been arguably less well-managed for Britain can be addressed and 
improved, such as fisheries, farming policy and flood protection. 
The will of conservation organisations throughout Britain, as 
well as those of us that care about the environment, is that after 
withdrawing from the EU we will be left with legislation that is 
equal to or perhaps better than that which we were afforded with 
under the EU. However, given that you don’t have to look far to find 
examples of nature suffering to make way for financial gain, this is 
not a scenario that many feel is likely.

What is more certain is that our inevitable exit from the EU will 
bring about years of change and adaptation for both our environment, 
and those we rely on to manage it. In this regular column I will 
explore the ways in which our conservation landscape is changing, 
new emerging threats to conservation in Britain, and actions which 
can be taken at a grassroots level and beyond to protect our nation’s 
environments.
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Stephanie Martin  

begins her regular 

segment, the changing 

face of conservation 

by looking at the 

impact Brexit may have 

on Britain’s natural 

environments.

Stephanie is an Assistant Editor for a 
selection of biological science journals, 
as well as a freelance science journalist. 
She will be studying a Masters in 
Tropical Forest Ecology this year, and 
plans to work in research alongside 
science communications.
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Ben 
Hoare

WHAT IS 

IT LIKE 

WORKING 

FOR A 

WILDLIFE 

MAGAZINE?

New Nature’s Alice Johnson talks to Ben Hoare, the features 

editor for BBC Wildlife, about his career and gets to grips with 

what makes a great article.

INTERVIEW  │  Ben Hoare
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BBC Wildlife is one of the 
most popular natural history 
magazines available today. 

It is complete with in-depth 
features, from those focusing on 
specific species, to photography 
tutorials as well as musings from 
celebrity naturalists. It is the 
sought after read for nature lovers, 
who can immerse themselves 
in the adventures, research and 
conservation issues from the words 
and images that lie within. As 
features editor, Ben Hoare is the 
man who commissions many of 
the magazine’s exciting articles, 
before editing the copy and seeing 
it through to publication. I spoke 
to him to discover what it is like 
working for a natural history 
magazine, and how his job has 
changed over the years.

DEVELOPING A CAREER

An experienced writer and editor 
Ben had over a decade of experience 
before joining the BBC Wildlife 
team. He shared with us how it 
all started, “It was an accident to 
be honest. In 1997 there was an 
advert in The Guardian media 
supplement, which doesn’t exist 
any more, but in those days it was 
quite big. I replied to the advert 
and got a job working for a small 
natural history publisher. Then I 
was freelance from 1997 to 2008, 
which is perhaps quite unusual so 
early in your career.”

Having a grounded knowledge and 
interest in wildlife meant that it 
soon became Ben’s specialist area. 
He explained, “I actually had a 
history degree, but I’ve always been 

into wildlife, and I had done some 
volunteering at the RSPB and also 
for BirdLife International. Very 
quickly natural history become 
what I specialised in, both as a 
writer and editor for publishers 
like Dorling Kindersley, Collins 
and New Holland.”

WORKING AT BBC WILDLIFE 

MAGAZINE

As this publication has over 100 
pages, there are many elements 
that have to be arranged and kept 
to deadline for the magazine to be 
produced to such a high standard. 
Ben told us more about the 
publication itself and what his role 
involves. “Essentially we have 13 
issues a year, and I’ve got to fill a lot 
of pages! I look after columns from 
Chris Packham and Nick Baker, 
and write the seasonal wildlife 
highlights pages, but the areas 
I deal with are mostly the long-
read features – these are at least a 
spread, with most of them being 
between four and eight pages. In a 
given issue we can have six or seven 
long-reads, and with 13 issues a 
year putting that together is a bit 
like curating a series of exhibitions. 
You just want variety really.

“We’ve got an inkling what our 
readers like because we meet them 
at events and have done reader 
surveys, and you’ve got your own 
gut instincts as to what works best, 
too. Having done the job for 10 
years, I started here in 2008, I have 
just picked up that knowledge as I 
go along. That’s the key part of the 
job.

“You’ve also got the commissioning 
element, matching writers and 
stories, as well as editing the text 
that comes in. This is in two stages 
as you fiddle with it on a Word 
document and then in Adobe 
InDesign layouts. You also have 
to work with the rest of the team. 
There are nine of us, but only five 
are full-time, so whole weeks can 
go by when we are not in the office 

“In a feature you are looking for 

something that is new and exciting. 

Readers want to learn about ecology, 

conservation and natural history, but 

ideally it needs to be topical.”

together. There is a lot of teamwork 
involved.”

It is often advised when writing 
to stick to your area of expertise, 
or with subjects you enjoy – this 
is the logic Ben follows. He 
explained, “Realistically I write 
two or three features a year, so I 
tend to do things I really want to 
write. The most recent one, which 
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expeditions were a highlight of 
the job, he commented, “It can be, 
but it would be misleading to say 
that that is how we mostly spend 
our time. You do the odd exotic 
trip – in September 2017 I went 
to Ecuador for a week; a few years 
ago I went to the Falkland Islands 
for two weeks, although generally 
you are sitting in an office.

“You do get to meet your heroes 
though! I’ve interviewed David 
Attenborough three times, which 
sounds a bit like showing off, 
but those things are fun. Being a 

features editor also gives you access 
to a lot of nice writers, for example 
you can get in touch with the 
authors of books you like and ask 
them to write a feature. However, 
overall, most of the time is actually 
spent in the office – just like anyone 
else.”

The features in BBC Wildlife 
magazine are written with such 
talent and depth of knowledge 
that they allow the reader to 
gain an insight into a plethora of 
fascinating topics. Ben described 
to us what makes up a memorable 

Ben ringing gulls on Flat Holm Island in the 

Bristol Channel, as part of a feature he wrote for 

BBC Wildlife magazine. 

Images: Sam Hobson

www.samhobson.co.uk

feature, “Personality. We are a 
glossy magazine, famous for our 
photography, so everything starts 
here. We might commission a 
photographer, but because wildlife 
photography is such a specialist 
skill and often takes a lot of time, 
we’re usually using images that 
already exist. A photographer may 
come to us with a set of photos, 
or we might visit a scientist or 
researcher who is an expert in that 
area. That is the art of it really, you 
need decent images, a decent story 
and a decent writer, then those 
things all come together. 

“In a feature you are looking 
for something that is new and 
exciting. Readers want to learn 
about ecology, conservation and 
natural history, but ideally it also 
needs to be topical. That could be 
something that was in the news; 
for example we did a feature on 
ash trees that linked back to ash 
dieback, and we’ll run a feature 
highlighting the 50th anniversary 
of Butterfly Conservation in 2018. 
We link to BBC programmes like 
Blue Planet II as well.

“We tend to make the topic 
relevant to readers. I wouldn’t just 
commission a feature about climate 
change, I would be looking at how 
climate change affects a particular 
species or habitat. Wider issues 
like that creep into lots of features.”

CAREER ADVICE

Standing out in a competitive field 

such as natural history writing and 
editing can be difficult. With many 
youngsters taking inspiration from 
BBC Wildlife, Ben shared with us 
the advice he has for those wishing 
to follow a similar career path 
to him, and why sometimes the 
stories are more important than 
experience. He explained, “One of 
the things about us, because we are 
a specialist magazine, is that while 
we’re after people who are amazing 
photographers and writers, we 
are also after people who have 
incredible stories. Compared to 
some other publications we do 
use more writers who are less 
experienced, because they happen 
to be a scientist or an amateur 
naturalist with access to a particular 
story. Plenty of people get features 
in the magazine who have never 
really written a magazine article 
before. But this is only when they 
have something really original 
and interesting to say – maybe it 
is just a species we haven’t covered 
before.”

For those considering pitching an 
article to BBC Wildlife, Ben told 
us his top tips to consider, “My 
main advice is to actually read the 
magazine every month. If you don’t 
know the magazine you can’t hope 
to interest the people working 
there. Sometimes if we have never 
done a feature on a particular topic 
or in a particular way, it’s a clue that 
we are not interested in that type 
of subject. Generally, if you look at 
any magazine or newspaper, you 
can see how they put their stories 

together, and then you can try and 
offer something that will appeal 
to those readers. It helps if you 
have got writing experience, but 
obviously this is the chicken-and-
the-egg scenario as it is difficult 
to get experience without already 
having it. So how do you get your 
first magazine commission? Well, 
your idea just needs to be good 
enough.

“I think getting under the skin of 
the magazine is so important. We 
get lots of emails, so nobody expects 
a long message. You should be able 
to sell an idea in three sentences, 
and if you can’t, it is probably too 
complicated. It is also important 
to bear in mind we’ll be working 
three or four months in advance, so 
we are always ahead of the seasons 
– it is the way the print production 
cycle works.”

BE PROACTIVE

Making your way in any industry 
is always about getting out there. 
Ben shared with us some final 
words of wisdom for developing 
a successful career, “Be involved. 
Go to birdfairs, bioblitzes, 
wildlife festivals, events like New 
Networks for Nature. Volunteer 
for conservation projects, get first-
hand experience of interesting 
species and conservation projects 
in the field. We use text and photos 
from people who are really engaged 
with wildlife, who understand their 
subject inside out and can explain 
it with authority and passion.”

was in our April issue, was about a 
trip to Salisbury Plain last summer 
with the Ministry of Defence. We 
took along a photographer, too, 
and I had a whole day looking 
at the areas that are off limits to 
the public. They are fantastic for 
wildlife as they have had 70 to 
80 years with no ploughing or 
industrial fertilisers or pesticides 
– the place is awash with rare 
species, especially wildflowers and 
invertebrates but also some great 
birds.”

Writing about inspiring 
conservation projects from across 
the world sounds like a ‘dream job’, 
but Ben insists the trips are only 
occasional and that many hours are 
spent office based. Asking if these 

You can follow Ben on Twitter @benhoare5

To find out more about BBC Wildlife magazine visit www.discoverwildlife.com or 

follow them on Twitter @WildlifeMag
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Youth Nature Profile:

James 
Miller

How did you first get involved in 
nature presenting?

  
A couple of years ago I won 
the Cairngorms Young Nature 
Presenter Competition, a national 
contest to find a young wildlife 
presenter. I had to make a short 
documentary, which was judged by 
a panel before being opened to a 
public vote. As a prize for winning 
I spent a week in the Cairngorms, 
watching wildlife and learning 
how to present with Iolo Williams 
and Miranda Krestovnikoff. That 
inspired me, and since then I 
have tried to regularly make my 
own videos and improve on my 
presenting technique.

What first inspired you to get 
involved in nature conservation?

 
My interest in nature started off 
as a curiosity about anything that 
moved. As I grew, I was captivated 
by exotic animals I saw on TV, 
watching every Deadly 60 episode 
at least twice. Soon I realised 
that I had some pretty incredible 
creatures on my doorstep. As I 
moved onto social media, I was 
also opened to a whole new world 
of people doing amazing things to 
help the planet. This combination 
of my fascination for wildlife and 
all of the incredible people I’ve met 
have inspired me to get involved.

Do you take inspiration from any 
particular prominent figure? 

 
That’s a very difficult question to 
answer – I find so many people in 
the conservation world inspiring 
because everyone’s motivation 
is trying to make the world a 
better place. If I had to choose 
one prominent figure, it would 

be Chris Packham, because he 
continues to do so much to raise 
awareness of some of the more 
‘controversial’ issues threatening 
our wildlife, when he has already 
risked (unfairly) losing his job in 
the BBC for his involvement. 

What would you like to do in the 
future? What are your career 

aspirations?
 
It is my dream to become a nature 
presenter. However, I do know 
that this is a very difficult field to 
get into, so I plan to get a back-
up option – I don’t know yet 
what form this will take, perhaps 
veterinary sciences. 

Do you commit to any voluntary 
work at present and if so, what?

 
Unfortunately I don’t have much 
time for volunteering with GCSEs 
at the moment, but if I have time in 
the future I’d love to volunteer for the 
RSPB or my local Wildlife Trust. 

Do you have a favourite natural 
history book?

 
It’s difficult to say – I’ve read many 
good ones. Robert MacFarlane’s 
writing is amazing, Fingers in 
the Sparkle Jar is spectacular, and 
Britain’s Spiders: A Field Guide is 
an infinitely useful book. Perhaps 
Gerald Durrell’s Corfu Trilogy just 
has it for me, but by a small and 
indefinite margin. I’ve heard that 
that there are plenty more classic 
books by authors such as Alfred 
Russel Wallace that are really worth 
a try, so perhaps I’ll change my mind. 

JUST FOR FUN

If you won the lottery today, what 

would you spend the money on?
 
I’d like to think that I’d give it all to 
worthwhile conservation charities 
– I would be hard pushed to choose 
which ones. Perhaps I might be 
tempted to spend some of it on a 
new zoom lens for my camera – I’d 
have to try hard to resist.

Do you have a favourite species? If 
so, why?

 
I am fascinated by all different 
types of animals, but there are 
a few that I particularly like.  
People always joke that I am 
obsessed with badgers. I think 
‘obsessed’ is a bit of an exaggeration, 
but I do like badgers because they 
are pretty reliable to watch – they 
emerge nightly throughout warmer 
months, and they’re always in the 
same spot. This allows me to get to 
know them better than most other 
animals. It’s also relatively easy to 
empathise with them – their faces 
and postures show their emotions 
so well.  

Can you recall a particularly 
memorable wildlife encounter?

Two years ago I was sitting near 
an old tree, waiting for some foxes 
who I suspected lived in a hole 
underneath it. After an hour or 
so, I lost patience and stood up to 
walk home, when I heard a screech 
from above me. In the top of that 
same tree I had been watching, two 
fluffy tawny owlets were perching 
on the rim of a hole and screaming 
for food. I returned regularly over 
the next few weeks at dusk to film 
their development, and eventually 
saw them fledge the nest, providing 
incredible views. I only glimpsed 
the adult once. 

Tell us a little about yourself?
  
My name is James Miller, I’m 
16, and I’m an aspiring wildlife 
presenter from Surrey. I make 
short documentaries about certain 
species and post them online to try 
to inspire others my age to take an 
interest in nature, and hopefully 
do more to protect it. In my spare 

time I also do wildlife photography, 
art, and writing. More recently 
I’ve started to get involved in 
campaigns and conservation issues, 
and write about some of the topics 
that are prominent in the public 
interest at the moment, such as the 
badger cull.  All animals interest 
me, but in particular, my niche is 
probably nocturnal wildlife.

JAMES COMMON TALK 

TO THE ASPIRING 

WILDLIFE PRESENTER 

JAMES MILLER ABOUT 

HIS INSPIRATION 

AND HOPES FOR THE 

FUTURE.
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I am a regular beachcomber 
and fossil hunter, especially 
along the Sussex,  Jurassic 

and North Somerset 
coastlines, often getting up at 
the small hours to catch the 
receding tides, spending entire 
days scouring the sand and 
cliffs in questionable weather, 
enjoying the small adrenaline 
rush of finding something 
new to my collection or a 
particularly good example of 
a favourite. 

Fossils
and

Folklore

WORDS AND IMAGES BY JENNIFER PORRETT
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Without the relatively recent 
general knowledge of the 
fossilisation process, humans 
had to decipher and explain 
the occurrence of these 
unusual stones through their 
understanding of the natural 
world at the time, including 
through myths and folklore.  
Some fossils are easy to 
interpret such as fish or leaves, 
but even the discovery of fish 
fossils could be confusing 
when they are miles from any 
rivers or oceans. As early as 
the 6th century BC, Greek 
philosopher  Xenophanes 
used fossil shells to claim that 
what was at the time dry land 
was once under the sea, yet 
the general population would 
not have been able to study 
fossils (or ‘figured stones’ as 
they were often known) with 
such scrutiny, or access the 
written texts of those who did 
for many hundreds of years. 
There are still approximately 
six hundred living species of 
crinoids (Sea Lilies) in our 
oceans, making crinoids one 
of the oldest living species, 
with fossil records dating 
back over 400 million years 
ago to the Ordovician period. 
The stem is a stack of circular 
or star shaped skeletal pieces 
called columnals, a hole 
through its centre creates, 
in life, a hollow tube for the 
nervous system. This tube is 
often filled with a rock matrix 

success and victory of good 
over evil. They and ammonites 
were also said to come from 
the heads of Dragons, perhaps 
because they were often found 
alongside Dinosaur fossils, or 
perhaps the people selling 
them as lucky charms made 
that up to keep the prices 
high!

An older but by no means 
isolated example of fossils used 
as beads is a necklace made 
up of seventy nine Cretaceous 
sponge (Porosphaera globularis) 
fossils, found around the neck 
of a crouched skeleton in a 
Bronze Age grave in Kent. 
We can’t know whether they 
held spiritual significance or 
if the readymade beads were 
merely a practical discovery 
for necklace making; but 
they obviously meant 
enough to the wearer to be 
part of their grave goods. 
Perhaps a more impressive 
example  is a Bronze Age 
burial in Dunstable Downs, 
A woman and young child 
surrounded by about 200 sea 
urchin fossils, mostly Micraster 
and Echinocorys species. 

We cannot known why 
these Sea urchin fossils were 
used with such proliferation 
here, although it’s likely that 
as they are often found in 
flint mines they would have 
been discovered with some 

during fossilisation, although 
its often the first part to 
be weathered, leaving the 
columnals with an individual 
bead-like appearance. 

Indeed on Lindisfarne Island, 
a legend thought to originate 
in the 14th Century claims ‘St 
Cuthbert’s Beads’ (300 million 
year old crinoid fossils) were 
created by St Cuthbert’s 
spirit during thunderstorms, 
making up his own set of 
rosary beads when he was 
alive. You often find an influx 
of new fossils after stormy 
weather erodes or moves rocks 
around, so the connection to 
stormy weather was correct 

“PERHAPS A MORE 

IMPRESSIVE EXAMPLE  IS 

A BRONZE AGE BURIAL 

IN DUNSTABLE DOWNS, A 

WOMAN AND YOUNG CHILD 

SURROUNDED BY ABOUT 200 

SEA URCHIN FOSSILS”

unlucky to remove them 
from the holy island at all.  
Crinoid fossils were also 
known as Fairy Money all 
across Britain and over in 
Europe, and the star shaped 
crinoids such as those found 
along the Jurassic coast were 
known as victory stones, kept 
by soldiers in the second 
World War as talismans, the 
star long being a symbol of 

at least. Apparently they were 
still collected by children 
and sold as lucky beads 
into the 1980’s, although 
some people still believe it’s 

Sea Urchins: Exetermogs
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“AMMONITES 

ARE STILL ONE 

OF THE MOST 

FREQUENTLY FOUND 

AND COLLECTED 

FOSSILS”

frequency by our prehistoric 
ancestors. Who knows, 
perhaps they too could have 
been struck by the fossil 
collecting bug! Echinoid 
fossils were also known as 
Fairy Loaves due to their 
shape, kept to encourage 
the rising of bread dough 
and deflect any witchcraft 
sent to stop the loaves from 
baking. An extension of that 
folklore meant any household 
which kept a Fairy Loaf near 
the fireplace would never 
go without bread, and with 
crop failure and famine a real 
threat you can imagine why 
people would keep one or two 
in the house to be on the safe 
side. This folklore seems to be 
most prevalent in Suffolk and 
the South of England, where 
again, the most loaf-like 
Micraster and Echinocorys 
species of Echinoid are often 
found. 

Ammonites are still one of 
the most frequently found 
and collected fossils, once 
widely known as Snakestones 
due to resembling a coiled, 
albeit headless Snake. Their 
closest living relative is the 
Nautilus which is found in 
the Indo-Pacific ocean, whilst 
this similarity was noted 
by 17th Century Natural 
Philosopher Robert Hooke, 
general folklore attributed all 
kinds of powers and legends 

to these particular fossils, 
often those already linked to 
snakes such as rejuvenation 
and healing, due to the snake’s 
ability to shed their skin.  
Perhaps the most well-known 
Ammonite folklore is that of 
the Abbess Hilda of Whitby 
Abbey rounding up serpents 
that swarmed around the 
town and site of the Abbey; 
hurling them from the cliffs 
and causing them to lose 
their heads and turn to stone. 
The town’s coat of arms 
commemorates the legend 
by showing three ammonites, 
although in 1935 they were 
changed to snakes - with 
heads intact. Alpheus Hyatt 

were thought to have the 
ability to cure eye problems 
and were known locally 
as Maen Magl, essentially 
meaning ‘Stye stone’. It seems 
a common way to use them 
was to place them in water 
and then bathe the affected 
eye with the water – this 
method was also used to 
cure cramp in both humans 
and animals on the Isle of 
Skye, where ammonites were 
known as ‘cramp stones’. The 
pyritised ammonites, one of 
my personal favourites to find, 
were also once gifted with 
the ability to cause prophetic 
dreams, an attribution more 
difficult to decipher the origin 
of.

It’s easy to see why fossils 
attracted so much fascination 
and inspired so many stories 
and folklore, even if their 
true tale of millions of years 
of natural history is just as, 
if not more awe-inspiring. 
Although I will admit, I have 
slipped an ammonite into 
the bathwater when I was 
suffering from calf muscle 
cramp, as well as keeping my 
own Fairy Loaf in the kitchen 
(just in case), and turning over 
a seemingly innocuous rock 
on Lyme Regis beach, only to 
find a beautiful, gold-glinting 
ammonite underneath, does 
feel a little magical every time.

(co-founder of The American 
Naturalist journal) even 
named a genus of Ammonite 
Hildoceras after Saint Hilda in 
1876.

In Wales, Ammonites were 
known as Glain y Neidr -‘bead 
of the snake’. In Glamorgan 
and Monmouthshire they 
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