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Winter 2007 – NEWS UPDATE
A very Happy New Year to all our members and supporters!

Since establishing the Swaddywell Nature Reserve in 2004, the Trust has been concerned about the long term future of the top field of the reserve, one of the largest areas of limestone grassland in the area  and home to large numbers of orchids  and other scarce wild  flowers and insects.    Whilst we own the pit itself, we currently only rent this field and its long-term future has not yet been secured.

We were delighted therefore when the owners offered the Trust the opportunity to buy it for £14,500 and gave us 18 months to raise the money.  This is a fantastic opportunity to secure the future of Swaddywell once and for all and to build on the success of the current reserve in complete confidence.

We have put in a bid for a grant for the money required and hope to hear soon whether we have been successful.  If not, we will be launching a fund raising campaign to raise the money ourselves.  Watch this space!

The Trust is also working with two other local landowners about the possibility of establishing two other nature reserves in the area.  Again we hope to hear soon about these possibilities and will keep you closely informed.

We are also talking to other local conservation agencies, including the Forestry Commission, Wildlife Trust and Natural England, as well as Peterborough City Council to ensure that we work together in the area west of Peterborough, to enhance biodiversity and conserve our natural heritage.  The John Clare Trust is also part of these discussions and we look forward to working closely with them in 2008 as their plans for John Clare’s Cottage take shape.

The Natural World

The last three months have been fairly quiet in the natural world, with winter birds coming in slowly due to the relatively mild weather.  Redwings (a thrush from northern Europe that joins us for the winter) first showed up at Swaddywell on 29 September, and there was an early party of wigeon at Bainton Pits on 23 September.
Swaddywell also played host to 3 stonechats during most of the autumn.  This is a small, robin-shaped bird that tends to breed in hilly areas of northern and western Britain, but partially migrates in the winter, this year turning up in large numbers all over Peterborough.

Barn owls continue to be seen around Helpston, Etton and Maxey, so we have high hopes of retaining the record four breeding sites that were found in this area in 2007.  The wet summer will have made it difficult for them to raise young, but hopefully the mild winter so far, will improve survival rates.

Wagtails are familiar birds for many of us I am sure, particularly the pied wagtail, which can be seen in and around the villages at all times of year.   In winter these small birds roost together in large numbers to keep warm.  Swaddywell is one such roost, with around 60 birds gathering there at dusk in October and November.  Another is at Queensgate bus station, where over a hundred can be seen diving into a small group of bushes every evening – look out for them if you are ever catching the bus home!

In addition, this year has been a good one for grey wagtails, which have been seen regularly in and over Helpston – probably again encouraged by the mild weather.  Ivan Cumberpatch also found a white wagtail – the continental version of our pied wagtail at Maxey Pits in September.

Maxey Pits continues to attract a lot of migrating birds, stopping off to refuel as they head south for the winter.     Small numbers of dunlin and green sandpiper were there throughout October and November, along with up to 2000 golden plover (4 December) and the occasional little stint and curlew sandpiper.
Finally Jennifer Britton reports a strange blue pheasant over several occasions around Heath Road, Helpston! 

Nene Washes Walk

This year’s Nene Washes walk proved a real success, with fabulous views of up to seven short eared owl and two barn owls hunting over the fields.  If you have never visited this site, make sure you book in for our two visits later this year.
Weather Report  by Peter Holt
Most memories of the weather for 2007 will be those of heavy rain in May, June and July but in our area of the country the records will show that the real exceptional weather was in January and April. Both months set new records for high temperatures being 3.5˚C and 4˚C warmer than average respectively. The year as a whole was not as warm as in 2006 but was still the fourth warmest I have recorded overall with all of those being in the last four years.

Rainfall for the year ended up at 15% above normal at 710 mm (avg.617mm). This is not an exceptional figure for the year and was exceeded as recently as 2002 but was noteworthy for unfortunately falling mainly in three months when we would rather it was predominately sunny.

Looking in a little more detail over the months since August, the weather has generally been in a benign phase with no extreme weather. This has been associated with the pressure generally being high. In the summer such conditions can give settled sunny weather but in late autumn and winter conditions are more variable with many days of still weather with low cloud often referred to as anticyclonic gloom. Years ago, in the days before the “clean air act”, such conditions resulted in persistent fog but thankfully nowadays we rarely have more than mist to contend with.

During the past months rainfall has been below average; actual figures recorded at Helpston being as follows (long term average in brackets)
September 

33.0 (52.7)

October 

55.5 (61.0)


November 

42.0 (54.3) 

December

42.5 (53.2)
The cloud cover in the winter months does have the advantage of keeping the temperature up at night, as it acts like a blanket. Although there were some earlier ground frosts, the first air frost of the season was recorded on November 16th at minus1˚C. In all there were three air frosts in November and eight in December with the coldest night being down to minus 3.5˚C. Throughout this period temperatures have been a little above the long term average.

Forthcoming Events
Don’t miss the Great Fen talk at John Clare School on 23 January.   And make sure you are there for the Get Your Hands Dirty day in Etton and Helpston on 26 January – a day of conservation tasks, starting at 1000 at Botolph’s Barn, Helpston, including hedge planting along the Glinton Road, and church yard maintenance.
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Why not join the Trust and support nature conservation around the villages?


