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From the Editor - Nick Hull

First things first my apologies for this newsletter being a little late.

I was surprised to see that I’ve been editor of the newsletter for nearly 
ten years, ever since Mick Shepherd stepped down. Unfortunately due to 
a change in my personal work commitments I have to do the same and 
will be stepping down from the AGM. So if there is a budding editor 
amongst you and you would like to take over please get in touch with 
Neil or anyone on the committee and let them know  you are interested.  
Otherwise this could be your last newsletter.  It would be a great 
shame to lose the newsletter either as it is or as the eco pdf version.

Secondly I would like to thank all those members and non-members that 
have supported me over the years by sending in articles. Thanks to all 
the photographers that have sent in shots of Dorset rarities and common 
species that liven up the cover.

So thank you all and I hope you continue to support the next editor in the 
same way.

Putting my Grumpy Old Man Hat on again.
The Club had its AGM on the 28tth March and I personally wondered why 
there was such a poor turnout. Which leads me to a question or two as to 
why. Is it the venue? Is it the day of the week? Or is it that you feel the 
AGM is boring? The committee would like to know.

I know  we all live busy lives and I realise this is an indoor meeting and 
membership response to indoor meetings has always been poor;;hence 
we stopped having them several years ago.  I find it strange that you the 
membership, seem not to be interested in what your committee is doing 
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on your behalf  and how  we see the future of the club.  I’m also finding it 
surprising that you do not want to have your say.  I do realise that the 
newsletter does inform you of some of the conservation issues that the 
club is involved with, but these are only a small part of  what the club is all 
about.  One of the most important discussions this AGM was about the 
Navitus Bay wind farm, which may have a devastating effect on migrating 
birds moving through the English Channel past the East Dorset coast.    
Neil will say more on this subject in his Chairman’s chat.  

Another subject that was discussed was how  the Newsletter and the 
Annual Bird Report looks and what contents should be in each. As the 
amount of data that has to be analysed for the annual report has become 
so great it is taking longer each year and the report isn’t as current as we 
would like it to be. The thought is to make changes to make it easier and 
quicker for the sub-editors and county recorder to produce and it would 
have been nice to have the membership’s input into this. After all we are 
producing this for you as a summary of  that particular year’s sightings in 
the county.  It would be a shame and waste of  time and club money to 
make changes that you the membership do not approve of.  But unless 
you are there, the few  make the decision for the many. Let’s hope you 
like the outcome.

The other very important subject that was discussed was that the Club 
requires Committee members. In fact the positions to be filled aren’t that 
time consuming ie Secretary, Vice Chairman, Newsletter Editor but 
without these key positions being filled, remembering that the Chairmans 
position becomes vacant at the end of his term, it may be pointless 
continuing. In this event the club will have to fold as there will be no one 
to run it which would be a terrible shame.

I make no apologies for having another article about the slaughter of 
birds in Malta in this newsletter to bring you all up to date with the 
present situation. I would just like to add the following message which 
appeared at the beginning of April on Twitter.

Chris Packham travelled to Malta at the beginning of April and posted via 
Twitter the following message.

Pasted below  is a link to the home page of  my website which currently 
displays information about an important project which I will be working on 
shortly. I'd like to ask you to forward this link by e-mail, Facebook and 
Twitter to as many people as possible, it really doesn't matter if  they are 
'into wildlife' or not, I'd like everyone to learn about this issue. Or if you 
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have your own website then please copy the details onto it and 
encourage as many visits as you can.
'Malta – Massacre on Migration' will be my first 'as live' nightly YouTube 
diary from the frontline of this Mediterranean slaughter ground. Each 
evening at 9.00 PM UK time we will upload a short report of the days 
activities to increase awareness of the impact of the mass killing of  birds 
and to ask viewers to help us end this vile travesty.

So please click on the link for more information and then please share it 
widely. We can make a difference - but only if we act.

http://www.chrispackham.co.uk/

Chairman’s Chat - Neil Gartshore

They are a bit like ‘Marmite’ (other brands are available) – you either love 
them or hate them.  Over the next few  months the consultation period for 
the Navitus Bay Wind Park proposal will come to an end and the final 
submission from the developers should be presented. The Club have 
been monitoring, commenting and holding discussions with others on the 
various aspects of the proposal where we have a concern of  how  the 
development will affect birds using the area. 
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When I say ‘the Club’ I should say Jol Mitchell, our Conservation Officer.  
Jol has put in a tremendous amount of  effort over the past months, no 
not months - years - to ensure that the development takes into account 
the birds, whether it be on their spring/autumn migrations or during winter 
movements. Although there is still plenty of  comment to make on the 
proposal I would like to thank Jol on behalf  of  the Club for all of  the time 
and effort that he has put in so far. 

As a Club, we will be basically limiting ourselves to commenting on the 
bird element of the development – it will be interesting to see the 
developer’s final assessments of  the potential effect the wind park will 
have on birds. I am sure many of us will have our own views – pro or anti 
– on the subject so if  you want to be heard it is up to you individually (or 
through other forums) to comment.

I read an interesting short article recently in the ‘i’ newspaper about the 
Thames Estuary’s London Array (currently the UK’s biggest wind farm). It 
looks like developers there have pulled the plug on a huge investment to 
expand the wind farm after being told a 3-year study into whether the 
project could displace the Red-throated Diver (and other birds/wildlife) 
would be needed. It is good to see that safeguards to protect birds and 
wildlife are in place over the motivations of money and profit! 

Weather, sorry whether, the last few  months of the wet, stormy conditions 
to hit the UK has been down to global warming/climate change remains 
to be seen.  Even the experts disagree so it isn’t that easy for us all to 
get our own heads around the issue. For me the bottom line should be 
sustainability and for us all to cut back on our excesses – put an extra 
jumper on and turn the thermostat down a couple of degrees, recycle 
your waste and when many of  us jet off  to exotic locations in search of 
birds (myself  included!) – consider off-setting the carbon-footprint of your 
travel. 

I hope you have all escaped the worst of  anything the weather has 
thrown at us this winter. Apart from a couple of loose roof  slates and a 
small leak in the porch my main problem has been trying to get down to 
Cornwall to do some diver and grebe survey work. It has been hard to 
find two consecutive days of decent weather! One noticeable effect on 
the birds here in Dorset has been the wrecks of  seabirds washed up 
along the coast, especially along Chesil Beach. The obvious group that 
has been hit are the auks – mainly Guillemots but a few  Razorbills and a 
handful of Puffins amongst them. 
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There have been regular sightings of both Iceland and Glaucous Gulls, 
an influx of Little Gulls, a fly over White-billed Diver for one lucky 
observer at Ferrybridge, and a Brunnich’s Guillemot (or Thick-billed 
Murre if you prefer) - the most twitchable in the UK to date that showed 
well to hundreds of people in Portland Harbour over the Christmas/New 
Year holiday period – but disappeared before 1st January missing 
everyone’s 2014 year list. On the down side I have seen very few  winter 
thrushes – both Redwing and Fieldfares have been hard to find – and 
other small birds have often been noticeable by their absence.

As I write this the first migrants have been reported with three Sand 
Martins off  Weymouth Pier …..spring is just around the corner!  May be 
we should run a Club sweepstake on when the first hosepipe ban will 
come in to force this year!
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Birdlife Malta Campaign to Stop Illegal Hunting - 
Andrew Morgan  

The biannual migration of birds between Europe 
and Africa is one of the great events in nature, 
and it is estimated that each spring five billion 
birds migrate into Europe to breed, returning to 
Africa in the autumn for the winter. There are 3 
main migration flyways: West via the Iberian 
Peninsula, East via the Middle East, and the 
central route via Italy and Malta. 

The Maltese archipelago is situated right in the middle of  the 
Mediterranean. It is smaller than the Isle of Wight but has a population of 
440,000, with over 14,000 licensed hunters and an estimated 50,000 
guns on the islands.  It is accepted that most hunters will illegally shoot 
protected birds and there is a large bounty on the rare species.  Mark 
Day, Head of  Partner Development Unit for the RSPB, recently wrote 
that “Malta is one of the hottest conservation issues of the modern era”.  
BirdLife Malta is determined to stop this tragic waste

In the past, hunting was necessary for many Maltese peasants to 
supplement their hard lives, and the migrations were a time of bounty.  It 
gained in popularity after WWII; improvements in roads and transport 
opened up new  areas, people became more affluent enabling the 
purchase of more effective weapons and better ammunition, and they 
had more time to hunt.  Published in 1992, Natalino Fenech wrote a 
disturbing book called “Fatal Flight: The Maltese Obsession with Killing 
Birds” that chronicles the history of  Maltese hunting.  He carefully 
estimated the annual death toll of three million finches, more than half a 
million thrushes, 500,000 swallows, 80,000 golden orioles, 18,000 
shearwaters and 50,000 birds of prey. 

In 2004 Malta acceded to the EU and pledged to comply with the EU 
Birds Directive.  This is an important piece of  conservation legislation 
based on stringent scientific data about the population levels, trends and 
distribution of bird species. It contains two key laws: No Spring Hunting 
and No Trapping. The EU allowed Malta a 5-year period of transition. But 
since 2009 the Malta government has applied derogations to allow 
Spring Hunting and Trapping of  selected species.  There are two 
dominant political parties, the elections are fiercely fought and won by 
small margins.  The hunters are well organised and the FKNK, their 
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largest association, are an effective political lobby that demands a price 
for their support.  It is a great disappointment that the EU appears unable 
or unwilling to effectively enforce its laws in Malta.

The temptation is to brand every hunter as evil, this is not the case but 
nevertheless they do like to kill birds and they do not accept that their 
behaviour is wrong.  Some hunters do kill for the pot, especially quail, 
turtle dove and song thrush but many kill just for pleasure.  There is also 
the problematic desire for collections of stuffed birds; mad Victorian 
vicars and demented antiquarians spring to mind. Some collectors have a 
room full of specimens numbering in the hundreds. In 2003 there was an 
amnesty and over 270,000 specimens were registered.  But the trade 
continues largely unabated.  Occasionally law-breaking taxidermists are 
caught with hundreds of dead birds in chest freezers, ready to be stuffed. 
It is big business, bird carcasses are imported illegally from all over the 
world and an ALE officer recently opined that a juvenile Black Stork was 
valued at Euro 2000.  

Malta has a police department named the Auxiliary Law  Enforcement 
(ALE) with responsibility for wildlife crime.  But it also has responsibility 
for tourism crimes, beach patrols and VAT fraud.  It is totally inadequate 
for the job; it has too few  resources, receives limited training and is poorly 
equipped. A small number of ALE officers are very keen and supportive, 
but most are not very interested and inevitably some are hunters. 

Birdlife Malta runs two camps every year to cover the period of the main 
migrations. Raptorcamp in the autumn is focused on the migration of 
large birds, the raptors, herons, vultures, and has run since late 1990’s; 
Springwatch started in 2008 to cover the migration of birds returning to 
Europe to breed.  Volunteers 
come from all over Europe in 
support.  The group is split 
into teams of  3 to 5 people 
and sent out on watches to 
cover dawn and dusk at sites 
all over the island.  They act 
as a deterrent, record bird 
migration and any illegal 
activities; the more serious 
cases will be reported to the 
ALE who may come in 
support. Some sites are in 
areas favoured by known 
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aggressive hunters and specially recruited security people are available 
when needed.  One of the most unpleasant tasks is dealing with injured 
birds, they will be taken to a sympathetic veterinary surgeon but most 
have to be put down.  Many birds will be recorded that have suffered 
gunshot wounds, with missing feathers or dangling legs, and on occasion 
we will see birds being shot out of  the sky.   All volunteers would prefer 
that the weather conditions are perfect to allow  birds to migrate high over 
Malta, out of sight and safe.  On occasion night watches are arranged to 
protect large roosts that would be vulnerable to attack by lamping; there 
is no better feeling than when morning comes and the birds migrate 
successfully.  It is noticeable that over time more and more Maltese 
people have become confident to stop and voice their support, 
complaining about shooting near paths and houses, not being allowed 
access to public areas that have been claimed by hunters and regular 
acts of intimidation.

In 2013 a number of  Maltese groups interested in conservation came 
together to campaign for a Referendum to Stop Spring Hunting of Birds. 
The first step was to prepare a petition and collect 35,000 signatures, 
representing the required 10% of  the electorate.  The campaign has been 
successful so far and by January this year over 40,000 signatures had 
been collected, and are now  being vetted.  This will then be presented to 
the Electoral Commission that has a series of set processes (and strict 
timings) to go through, but there should be a referendum later this year. 

This is a difficult and frustrating campaign that has taken a lot of time and 
effort.  Ultimately the solution can only be achieved by the Maltese 
Government imposing the law  effectively; forced by pressure from the EU 
and demand from the electorate.  I am confident that success will be 
achieved and I hope it can become totemic for the whole of the 
Mediterranean.

Please support Birdlife Malta

 http://www.birdlifemalta.org/
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Bournemouth 
Natural 
Science Society

39 Christchurch  Rd, 
Bournemouth, 
Dorset, BH1 3NS.
Tel:  01202 553525    
Charity No: 219585

BNSS Welcomes all to lectures, donations 
in lieu of admission charge.

Of special interest to Dorset Bird Club 
members

Tuesday 22nd of July, at 7.30.  Pete 
Durnell will be given a talk on Lymington/
Keyhaven Nature Reserve.

We have a wide programme of lectures/
field trips please see our website for full 
details.

http://www.bnss.org.uk
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We offer a range of birdwatching experiences with small 
friendly groups and expert local guides. Covering Dorset, 
New Forest and the Hampshire Coast and short breaks at 

birding hot spots in Britain and further afield.
Please visit our website at www.twoowlsbirding.co.uk

or contact Jackie Tel: 01202 620049 
Email: twoowls.birding@btinternet.com

mailto:twoowls.birding@btinternet.com
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Let’s Hear it for the Common Birds - Ian Julian

Pity the poor Dunlin and 
Knot for they glamourise 
not.  We see them arrive 
in late summer and they 
a re l a rge l y i gno red ; 
unless being hunted by a 
fabulous Peregrine.  Then 
we watch fascinated as 
the flocks of a hundred or 
5 thousand or more, use 
tactics to confuse the 
p r e d a t o r , w e a v i n g , 
backtracking, separating, 
merging, entwining across 
estuaries.  But as subjects 
(and nothing personal), a wintering Dunlin is a grey, non-descript and 
extremely timid individual.

As a photographer, it is difficult to go too far wrong with Kingfishers, 
Herons, Egrets, Red Kites, Peregrines, Eagles, Ospreys, Puffins, all of 
which I have captured in the wild in the last year, their colour and 
character shines forth not just to photographers and ornithologists, but 
just about everyone.   From the other extreme, a Dunlin or Knot has no 
discernible character, as it is just one of a large group, and perhaps 
evolution has dictated that an ‘individual character’ would more likely be 
picked off.  So, what has been my most exciting photographic birds of  the 
last couple of years?  Why, it was 2 Dunlins seen on the BNSS flora walk 
on Stanpit Marsh, on 1st of August.

These were on the southern extreme of  the reserve, and never before 
have I managed to get so close, down to about 10 feet before they 
became fidgety, but they never did flush, and continued happily feeding, 
so affording close-up views.  Normally, about 80 yards is the closest you 
can get.  Why so?  Well, these were by themselves, arriving back earlier 
than normal, so I can only assume that if  in the normal flock of a 
thousand or so, it just needs one to take off, and they all follow.  A second 
possibility is that they had literally just arrived back, so were exhausted 
and starving, behaviour we have witnessed before with other species. 
But even better, they were not the drab birds we know  and take for 
granted, but were still in their summer plumage from their arctic breeding 
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grounds.  So, we were all able to appreciate the stunning and different 
hues, a subtle combination of camouflage for their nesting sites and 
beauty for attracting mates. This is something I thought I would never 
say, but these 2 ‘glamorous individualistic accommodating Dunlin’ gave 
me greater satisfaction than any birds I have seen for a long time.  

Marsh Harriers Nest at Swineham - for the first time in 
over 50 YEARS - Peter Hadrill

Harriers; I freely admit that I’ve always been hugely attracted by them - 
my wife and children would say obsessed, addicted even. I’ve watched 
the three British-nesting harrier species at length over many, many years 
and in all seasons, captivated by their stunning appearance, their 
deceptively effortless elegance in flight and their ruthless hunting 
efficiency. Mind you, to paraphrase a disingenuous Donald Watson 
reference to Hen Harriers that could arguably apply to the genus as a 
whole, they`re slow  moving and often easy to see for long periods, i.e., 
perfect for a lazy raptor watcher. His tongue was firmly in his cheek, of 
course, and the chances are that we’ve all marvelled at how  a passing 
harrier can act as the drawn-out centre piece of the moment as it inches 
along a field margin or across a reedbed. And so, with all the above in 
mind, a Poole Harbour Marsh Harrier nest in summer 2013, the first there 
in over 50 years, proved irresistible and I watched it from start to finish.

My local harrier watching usually takes place from a high point 
overlooking the west end of  the Harbour in order to enable panoramic 
views of the reedbeds. It`s a long way from, say, Keysworth or Holton 
Heath, but it`s surprising how  quickly one comes to recognise individual 
harriers at considerable distance from their plumage characteristics or 
their behavioural traits. During summer 2013, of  course, there were only 
two Marsh Harriers present for much of the breeding cycle so that 
distinguishing individuals was easy. I visited as often as I could, always at 
first light – weather permitting – and then again during the day, generally 
for between two and three hours. 

So, what happened?
Despite distinctly chilly spring conditions the 2012/2013 wintering Marsh 
Harrier cohort had vacated the area early and sightings had become 
disappointingly spasmodic by early March with the west Harbour roosts 
fizzling out altogether by the middle of  the month. And even when a one 
year old female settled in during early April to rekindle hopes of a 
prolonged summering presence it was initially assumed that this was the 
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kind of solitary, immature non-breeder that had been a typical feature of 
the previous two years. As in 2012, this newly arrived individual quickly 
set about building a nest near the Frome outflow  and then even began a 
second nearby – all without a male presence. That was about to change, 
however, as both a young male and a second female arrived as April 
morphed into May and things livened up at once, combative lunges and 
aggressive chasing becoming the order of the females` day as they 
competed for the male`s attention. Appropriation of the newer nest by the 
insurgent female followed remarkably quickly and though the original bird 
attempted to stand her ground for a few  days she then began to become 
more and more peripheral and was barely seen in the nesting area after 
the first week of May. That left two.

So far so good, but a crucial bonding indicator would be prey delivery to 
the female and, sure enough, on May 11th the young male arrived along 
Arne Moors with food that was shown at length to his potential partner 
before being passed to her on the ground at Swineham. Food drops 
directly into the general nest area then became regular with the arrival of 
prey items often followed by the pair disappearing below  reedtop level for 
30 seconds or more when it was assumed that copulation was taking 
place. Around the weekend of the 18th / 19th May the female suddenly 
started to become significantly less showy so that it seemed likely that 

12



she was beginning to lay eggs. Indeed, seeing her every day over the 
following few  weeks whilst she incubated needed perseverance since the 
male continued to prefer to drop prey in to her rather than call her off the 
nest for an aerial food pass. She`d rise for a brief exercise circuit every 
few  hours though the first bona fide pass wasn`t seen until May 23rd – a 
clumsy affair that ended with the item retrieved from the ground. But 
practice makes perfect and the pair were soon faultless during the 
exchange process, the male proving himself  to be a committed, skilful 
hunter throughout the cycle. 

At the very beginning of June the male began to show  signs of  flight 
feather moult, its early onset suggesting a one year old bird – according 
to Dick Forsman rules – whilst the less-seen female`s age had to remain 
more ambiguous. Her splashy cream frontage didn`t necessarily denote 
a mature bird; in fact, her underwing seemed to show  a remnant pale 
crescent at the base of her unmoulted upper primary flight feathers that 
would denote another very young bird (see Aidan Brown`s photograph 
below) – if so, it`s all the more remarkable that purely instinctive nesting 
behaviour was to eventually produce a positive result.

Many of  the prey items brought in by the male bird during the initial 
incubation period were small and held right back in his talons so that it 
was impossible to see what he was carrying from where I was watching 
though larger items dangled conspicuously below  him as he flapped in 
towards the nest - long, trailing legs suggesting water birds found in a 
ditch or at the side of the Channel. At this stage the male rarely seemed 
to need to move far from the Arne Moors – Swineham – Keysworth curve 
where, apart from young nestlings and fledglings, other amphibian or 
mammal prey species must have been readily available and, with no 
competition from rival pairs, the early nesting scenario couldn’t really 
have worked out better for them.

It seemed probable that June 21st – 23rd would be an odds-on bet for the 
onset of hatching since incubation of  the first-laid egg generally lasts just 
under five weeks in good conditions … but without access to the nest 
how  would we know  for sure? The answer would come once the female 
began to take food deliveries directly into the hatched young and this 
was duly observed for the first time on the afternoon of the 21st before 
becoming a routine feature until the chicks fledged. A great many local 
kills were seen over the course of the summer and, sometimes when this 
occurred at the early nestling phase, the male would feed himself  briefly 
before passing to his mate who might or might not then feed further, the 
youngsters sometimes only receiving as a third option. As they grew, of 
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course, they needed more and more so that the male – his sequenced 
flight feather gaps now  suspended as he entered the most active section 
of the cycle – gradually moved further afield to hunt as demands on his 
provision rates grew. With his absences from the immediate area 
sometimes significantly longer than before, it was reassuring to recall 
both a John Day research project in the 1980s that had similarly 
recorded Norfolk-based Marsh Harrier males expanding their hunting 
areas hugely during the nestling phase and Henning Weis’s 
extraordinary, prescient observations of the same from his studies in 
early 20th Century Denmark. 

But rewind … the female had continued to brood the vulnerable 
youngsters in their first week of life and, perhaps understandably, began 
to appear much more reluctant to rise and accept prey when the male 
arrived – several passes only completed after he’d waited on for more 
than a minute above the nest – so that he briefly adapted to dropping 
food directly in to her for a while. By the 28th the female was seen to be 
hunting from time to time although she was forced to resume temporary 
brooding duty as the weather cooled noticeably at the beginning of July. 
Then, with the temperature warming again on the 4th, she disappeared 
up the Piddle valley for half  an hour, her longest absence yet. Nor was it 
long before she felt sufficiently confident to be away for an hour or more, 
her own hunting sorties tending to produce bigger prey items than those 
caught by the male – I even saw  her hook a Black-headed Gull off the 
water at Keysworth on one occasion! But that’s not to decry the efforts of 
her partner, the sheer consistency of  his continuing provision providing 
ongoing evidence, if any was needed, of a stellar hunting ability.   
 
I’d pencilled in the last few  days of  July as likely first flight dates but had 
booked in my annual week on the Isle of Man to work with the local Hen 
Harriers there until the 26th, normally a high point in my harrier year. 
However, wonderful as that week turned out to be, I found myself 
continually thinking about how  the Poole Harbour youngsters were 
developing and, on my return, although there was still no sign of  fluttering 
wings above the reed top parapet, I immediately detected a development 
in that, sometimes, the adult birds wouldn’t necessarily drop food straight 
in to the nest as before. Instead, they would fly to and fro above the 
young for some time with the item prominently displayed from lowered 
talons. I’ve seen this behaviour before at nests of all three UK harriers, 
its purpose presumably being to lure the nestlings up into the air. And this 
is precisely what happened early on the morning of the 28th when the 
female was met above the reeds by a pristinely-plumaged juvenile who 
received the package and crashed back into cover. For the next week or 
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so single juveniles continued to be seen flapping and fluttering in the 
vicinity of  the nest, the radius of activity inching wider by the day, 
although two weren`t absolutely definite until August 3rd. Their playful 
chasing and diving was then to become a heart-warming daily feature, 
confidence growing by the hour, before they were joined in the air by a 
third fledgling from the 8th. As group flights dispersed further and further 
from Swineham over the following days and the birds began to make a 
tentative transition from dependency to self-reliance, it was heartening to 
look back on this local success story whilst, at the same time, 
recognising that the trio were now  about to enter a new  phase, a critical 
learning period during which a significant proportion of  newly 
independent harrier juveniles die, either through starvation or accident – 
both the result of  a lack of  experience. Estimates from various research 
projects vary but as many as half of  the year’s young may not make it 
through to the following spring. However, let’s not dwell overlong on the 
negative; let’s trust instead that all three are already well on the way to 
adulthood. 
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In conclusion, thanks must go to Rod Brummitt who watched the nesting 
birds several times a week throughout, to Paul Morton who visited and 
reported back whenever his schedule allowed and to Aidan Brown for 
allowing me to use one of the always excellent photographs from his 
website. Perhaps it should also be recorded that debate regarding 
exactly when to circulate news of the unfolding event had revolved 
around understandable concern, not so much regarding pressure from 
birdwatchers but rather from other ill-informed or malicious parties – 
Marsh Harriers can be viewed as a threat to farmland game shoots since 
they will take young Pheasants and Partridges, for example, and there 
are several records in recent years of poisoned birds being found in the 
breeding season near to such areas elsewhere in the UK. Close to 
home, there had even been reports of a shot-damaged Marsh Harrier on 
the Somerset Levels during spring 2013. Enough said. But, for the 
moment, thankfully, the species continues its upward national trajectory 
with breeding numbers in the eastern UK almost at saturation point and 
nesting success now  recorded as far north as Orkney. Whilst 
colonisation of the west has been slow  to take effect, Dorset breeding 
success at Weymouth, and now  Poole Harbour, must be seen as a 
significant step in establishing a bridgehead for the further expansion of 
the species. In the meantime, whilst the Marsh Harriers inch west, let’s 
all hope that this highly attractive, most elegant hunter is about to 
become a regular breeding fixture within the wide Poole Harbour 
confines once again. The place is perfect for them and, all being well, 
there’s no reason to doubt that we should be seeing several local pairs 
nesting together again within a very few years.

Two little incidents concerning a Moorhen - Will Bown

It is now  a staggering fifty years 
since this little incident, but I still 
remember it well.  I was thirteen, 
and lived near the River Wey at 
Radipole, not far from what is now 
the famous RSPB Reserve and, 
with my friend Chris, spent a great 
deal of time along the river and 
around the lake.

One morning we happened upon a 
Moorhen on the far bank of the river 
in a state of great distress. The 
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hapless bird was being pursued by a Stoat, and ran, jumped and 
struggled through the vegetation in its desperation to escape.  We were 
both completely mesmerised by the unfolding event.   Before long the 
Moorhen leapt into the river and just vanished.  The bewildered Stoat 
soon gave up and wandered off.   We watched for some while, but the 
Moorhen did not reappear.   I crept along for a closer look, wondering 
where it had gone - and soon found it.  The bird was on the far side of  the 
river and could be seen clearly – it was completely underwater!   Only the 
very tip of its bill was above the water, through which the frightened bird 
was breathing.  We left it, still underwater, and made our way home.  I 
have not seen anything like it since.

Early one morning a couple of  years ago, I heard a Moorhen on a local 
river, again in a highly distressed state.  But this time the bird leapt out of 
the water and began clambering 
frantically up into some dry reeds.  It 
was making an enormous racket, 
but the river seemed perfectly quiet 
and I could see nothing.  The 
reason for the commotion soon 
appeared however - an Otter 
surfaced just beneath the bird in a 
great mass of bubbles.   For weeks 
afterward as I roamed along the 
river in the gloom of dawn, I was 
regularly alerted to an Otter coming 
silently downstream, sometimes 
underwater, by the ag i ta ted 
behaviour of a Moorhen. 

Dorset Highlights - Nick Hull

December
The month began as November ended with Surf Scoter (still present as I 
write) and Penduline Tit topping the bill of  rarities in the county. Adding to 
this double a Caspian Gull was seen briefly at Hilfield.  On the 2nd there 
were four Snow  Bunting at West Bexington and Water Pipit at Stanpit 
Marsh. On the 3rd six Waxwing were reported from Westbourne but 
could not be confirmed, unlike the Yellow-browed Warbler at Avalanche 
Road Portland. Five Velvet Scoter went past Portland Bill and a Little Auk 
past Hengistbury Head on the 4th.  Two juvenile Common Crane were 
found feeding in a field near Chesilbourne and a Black Brant was at 
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Ferrybridge on 5th. The 6th produced Ringed-billed Gull in Holes Bay, 
Melodious Warbler and a Siberian Chiffchaff were at Winspit Valley and 
the two Cranes remained in the Chelselbourne area and are still present. 
Little changed for the next few  days until another or the same Ring-billed 
Gull was found at Swineham GP on the 8th and another at Radipole on 
the 10th. On the same day a Yellow-browed Warbler was at Ringstead 
car park.  On the 21st two Little Auk were seen passing Hengistbury 
Head and a Black Guillemot was in Portland Harbour.  The four Snow 
Bunting at West Bexington had reduced to three by 22nd. A Cory's 
Shearwater crossed Weymouth Bay on the 23rd and another Little Auk 
was seen from the sandspit in Christchurch Harbour on the 24th.  The 
26th became the day of the year when a Brunnich's Guillemot was 
identified in Portland Harbour causing one of  Dorset's biggest twitches in 
recent times.  It continued to be seen right up to the end of the year but 
disappeared before the 1st January.  Also on the 26th a Glossy Ibis 
turned up on the playing field at Radipole.  On the 28th began a series of 
records of  white-winged gull records which started with a Glaucous Gull 
at West Bexington and a Iceland Gull at Ferrybridge. The last day of the 
2013 saw a Little Auk in Portland Harbour.
 
January
Started with a Green-winged Teal at Avon Causeway. Poole Harbour’s 
Surf Scoter was again in Brand's Bay.  Black Guillemot was still in 
Portland Harbour and the Glossy Ibis remained on the playing field at 
Radipole.  A 2nd/W Glaucous Gull was at Castle Cove and an adult was 
seen off Portland Bill gave a good start to the new  year.  On the 3rd a 
redhead Smew  appeared on the floods at Lytchett Bay a Storm Petrel 
was seen off Hamm Beach and two Grey Phalarope were reported in 
Kimmeridge Bay for a second day. An adult Glaucous Gull was at West 
Bexington. The Common Crane remained in the Cheselbourne -
Tolpuddle area. The 5th saw  a Yellow-browed Warbler at Knoll Beach 
Studland.  There was very little change or anything new  until the 21st 
when a Hawfinch was found in a Southwell garden. After which many 
remained showing well at their various locations until the months end.

February
Smew  at Longham Lakes and another at Swineham kicked the month off 
supported by Puffin at Chesil on 2nd and then another past the Bill on 
the 5th.  White-winged gulls were in evidence all mouth with both Iceland 
and Glaucous of various ages being reported between Portland an 
Cogden.  The long staying Black Guillemot was joined by another on the 
9th. The wintering flock of Poole Harbours Spoonbills stayed stable at 
twenty four individuals.  On the 7th a White-billed Diver was reported 
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flying over Portland Harbour.  There were many records of Little Gulls 
from all along the Dorset coast with a peak count of twenty plus bird at 
Cogden mid month. On the 19th there was a probable Kumlien's Gull past 
Portland Bill and on the 26th another was identified at Abbotsbury which 
stayed into March in the area. The Poole Harbour Surf Scoter 
reappeared found further into the harbour in Newton Bay on the 3rd and 
continued to be seen till at least the 23rd. A Leach's Petrel passed east 
through Portland Harbour on the 15th. A Great White Egret put in brief 
appearances in Poole Harbour on 20th Swineham, 26th Arne Moors.  
The two immature Common Crane continued to be found in the 
Briantspuddle, Cheselbourne area throughout the month.
 
March
The white-winged gulls continued being reported throughout the months 
with Iceland, Glaucous and Kumelin's Gull all being represented. On the 
6th the Surf  Scoter was seen again in Newton Bay obviously it has been 
lurking in the quieter areas of the Poole Harbour away from birding eyes. 
On the 7th the Yellow-browed Warbler re-surfaced in Knoll beach wood.  
Early signs of migration started with a White Wagtail at Portland Bill on 
the 8th followed by two at Stanpit next day. The 9th produced three 
Wheatears one each at Portland, Ferrybridge and Hengistbury a further 
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twelve were found next day at various locations along the coastal area. 
on the 10th Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers were reported in Wareham 
Forest and were seen on most mornings till the end of the month. The 
first Sand Martin was on the 11th at Lodmoor, On the 12th there was a 
extremely early report of a Cuckoo singing at Stapehill and was reported 
on four successive days.  A single Little Ringed Plover flew  past the West 
Cliffs Portland on 13th, three House Martins flew  over the Bill on 14th 
and the first Swallow reported was at Cranbourne on the 14th.
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Holiday Let: Glwysgoed, Cwmrheidol, Aberystwyth

Glwysgoed is located amongst beautiful scenery in the Rheidol Valley 

and is a bird watchers paradise with local walks and cycle tracks 

marked. Good centre for exploring further afield. Red Kites regularly 

fly in the valley and the feeding centre at Nant yr Arian is nearby. 

Paths from the property  lead along the valley  through deciduous woods 

filled with many  summer migrants. It  is a splendid area to explore, 

relax and unwind.

Sleeps 4:  £350-£450 weekly
freedman@hardyhouse.plus.com or robin@plowman7297.fsnet.co.uk
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Membership Subscriptions
  Please remember that your annual subscriptions are 
        due on the 1st January 2015. 

 The current rates are:

 Ordinary Membership        £15
 Joint/Family Membership (Living in one household) £18
 Student Membership        £10
 Junior Membership         £5
 
 To join or renew your membership, please send your name 
 and address with the appropriate subscription to the 
 Membership Secretary :-

 Diana Dyer, 3 Osmay Road, Swanage, Dorset, BH19 2JQ
 E-mail: membership@dorsetbirds.org.uk
 Tel. 01929 421402  
 

Contacts
 Chairman Dorset Bird Club:- Neil Gartshore
 e-mail:- chairman@dorsetbirds.org.uk
 Tel:- 01929 552560

 Dorset County Recorder:- Kevin lane
 E-mail:- dorsetbirdclub@hotmail.com
 Tel. 07901 614629 

 Conservation Officer:- Jol Mitchell
 4 Gover Close, Ridge, Wareham, Dorset, BH20 3BU.
  e-mail:- jolmitchell@btinternet.com
 Tel:- 01929 552924 

 Newsletter Editor:-
 e-mail:- 
 

 Dorset Bird Club Website:- 
 http://www.dorsetbirds.org.uk/
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