
SUMMER

Welcome to the Vale of White Horse local group summer newsletter, and we hope it finds everyone in good health. 
This newsletter is earlier than usual as it is time for a group update.  

After more than 100 days of lockdown, things are starting to return to something like normal, so following national 
RSPB guidelines our new season will provisionally start in January 2021.  A programme
 of indoor talks at Didcot Civic Hall and local outdoor trips by car is outlined below.  
There are to be no coach trips until further notice because of social distancing. For 
updates please consult the website (rspb-vwh.org.uk).
Until then we hope to provide some talks online once a month from September to 
December.  As a dry run for this we have planned a practice meeting with members on 
Zoom on 7 September at 7.30 pm.  Details to be circulated to all members ahead of 
the date.

		  Online programme

21 September 2020:  Dr Mark Eaton ‘Saving Nature through Science’
Mark is principal conservation scientist at the RSPB and is responsible for overseeing the RSPB’s involvement in 
monitoring of birds in the UK and overseas. He is a lead author of the 2016 State of Nature report.

 19 October  Edward Towne:  ‘Birds of the Medway Estuary’
 Edward joined the RSPB when he was 12 years old, and has watched birds all over the world.  His acquaintance 
with the Medway estuary dates from 1983 when he became head of the history department at King’s School, 
Rochester in Kent.  He is a volunteer for the Kent Wildlife Trust at the Sevenoaks Wildlife Trust and for the RSPB.

16 November Andrew Cleave:‘The Wildlife of Northern India’ 
Andrew has enjoyed a lifelong passion for wildlife. After many years in the state education sector, Andrew was 
awarded an MBE in 1995 for his outstanding contribution to environmental education through his work at a 
Hampshire field study and education centre. He is a seasoned wildlife photographer and his pictures have been 
used to illustrate countless books, magazines and newspapers worldwide. Also an author of note, Andrew has 
written over 20 books on natural history, co-authoring many more. Now retired, he spends his time on the lecture 
circuit, and is also an active nature tour guide. Andrew is one of the co-founding directors of Bird Photographer of 
the Year.

 21 December Peter Cranswick:’ Born to be Wild –Saving the World’s Rarest Birds’
Peter has been at the Wetland and Wildlife Trust for almost 30 years, in recent times focusing on threatened species 
conservation.The rarest birds are Madagascan pochard. Once thought extinct, just 20 birds survive on one small 
lake in the remote highlands of Madagascar, barely clinging to existence. Peter’s talk is the story of the many 
challenges to save the species from the brink of extinction and restoring it in the wild. No-one in Madagascar knew 
how to rear birds, the road to the lake is barely passable for three months a year, the lakes are degraded and used 
unsustainably by local communities and none is suitable for pochards. No-one has successfully reintroduced a 
diving duck to the wild. Hear how they are helping keep this duck’s head above water.

Join us on Facebook
We  have a new Facebook page which we’ll be using to stay in touch with members (www.facebook.com/RSPBvwh).

AGM and committee
The AGM will be held via Zoom on 21 September at 7.30 pm before the invited speaker talk at 8.00 pm. Papers for 
the AGM will be circulated in advance.
When the new season starts several committee members are resigning after long and dedicated service to our local 
group. Jane Rudd, secretary, interim chair and indoor meetings secretary, Gill Riches, treasurer, and David Marshall, 
vice chairman have been on the committee for many years.
For the group to continue to function it is necessary to have a full committee, so please consider whether you might 
be willing to join. As well as treasurer, indoor programme secretary and vice chairman, there is also a new committee 
post of social media volunteer which is open. If these posts are unfilled, the local group could have to close down.
 If you have any matters for consideration for the AGM or would like to join the committee please get in contact with 
Jane Rudd when you receive this newsletter (henry.rudd@sky.com or 01235 771716).

 2021 Indoor meetings (7.45pm at Didcot Civic Hall as usual)

18 January 2021 ‘Endemic birds in the Gulf of Guinea’ Andy Warren
Gloucestershire environmental consultant, Andy Warren will be talking about the birds only to be found on the 
islands of São Tomé and Principe, which are 150 miles off the coast of Gabon in west Africa.

15 February to be arranged

15 March ‘Birdwatching in Andalucia’ Robin Nelson
 Robin has made numerous trips to Spain and will share his knowledge with some stunning photographs.

19 April ‘East Anglian wildlife’ Gordon Small
Gordon has been doing wildlife photography since 1979 whilst still working. Since retirement he devotes all his time 
to photography. Plant sale.

17 May Members’ evening and AGM 2021 (7.30 pm start)
A short AGM to be followed by presentations by members.

2021 Outdoor events (Further details to be advised later nearer the time)

Sunday 24 January;  Port Meadow.
A large number of ducks overwinter on the floods and depending on the amount of water present, there can be 
inviting mud flats which attract overwintering and passage waders. Meet at Walton Well Road car park at 10am.

Sunday 21 February;  College Lake and Tring Reservoirs.
This former chalk quarry has been restored to create a variety of habitats, now brimming with wildlife. Meet 10 am at 
College Lake car park (HP23 5QG).  

Sunday 21 March;  Greenham Common. 
Greenham and Crookham Commons form the largest continuous tract of open heath in Berkshire. Meet on site 
10am.

Sunday 25 April;  Wytham Woods.
 A chance to explore the woods and varying habitats.Meet 10 am on site.  

Sunday 23 May;  Shotover Country Park.
A new venue for us as a group.Meet 10 am on site.

Sunday 6 June; Greenham Common.
We will arrange a walk looking for nightjar and woodcock.Meet on site 8.30pm.

Otmoor news 
RSPB Otmoor is open again. Please remember your RSPB membership 
card to display in your car, otherwise there is a 
£2 parking charge.  It has been busy, so better 
to avoid weekend visits. And remember social 
distancing. 							    
	 Gill Riches describes her visit in June: 
 I went to Otmoor in June when it first reopened, 
but I’ve not been this month since the access to 
the screens has reopened. When I went, which 
was early on a weekday morning, the first thing 
that struck me was the clarity of the birdsong. 		

                  That has definitely been a positive feature of lockdown. I heard
 my first cuckoo of the year and the loud, clear reeling of a 
grasshopper warbler was enough to help me locate it on a low 
scrubby bush. Marsh harriers were flying, as were three curlews. 
Sedge and reed warblers were abundant and blackcaps and chiffchaffs added to the 
soundtrack. A beautiful pair of bullfinches added some colour, but ‘bird of the day’ went to 
the turtle dove - always an uplifting sight! As I walked back to the car park, there were a few 
more people around, but everyone was observing social distancing and clearly enjoying 

nature in the sun. 
Peter Barker posts Otmoor news every couple of weeks at   otmoorbirdingblogspot.com;  always a good read, with 
splendid photographs. 

Here is his report for 8 July (reproduced with permission): 
First week of July and back to the screens again.  It is wonderful to be able to get back down to the screens again 
and look out over the lagoons. Clearing the trail to the screens and making social distancing possible was a massive 
task undertaken by the staff and volunteer work parties. It has all changed massively since the start of March and 
who knows what treats we might have missed in the intervening months. 
Marsh harriers have bred successfully again out in the reed beds. There were four free flying juveniles across the 
moor on Sunday. The newly fledged young are very distinctive, with all over very dark chocolate coloured plumage, 
except for the top of their heads and faces which look as though they have been lightly dipped in custard! They 
spend a lot of time loafing about sitting on the top of low bushes waiting for the parent birds to come in with prey 
Items which they drop from a height encouraging the youngsters to swoop down and seize them. Over the next few 
weeks, they will move off or be chased away by the adults, they will begin  to disperse and hunt independently, it will 
be a perilous time for them.
 At the first screen it was a pleasure to find a small family of little grebes. The parent birds were very attentive to the 
two stripy chicks and as is usual with grebes the young birds spent a lot of time on the parent’s backs. At the second 
screen there were eight chicks visible on the tern raft but sadly whilst we were watching that number was reduced 
to six! A lesser black-backed gull swooped down towards the raft and whilst it didn’t take anything it panicked two 
chicks that were on the edge of the raft and they fell into the water. There was no possibility of their climbing back on 
again. However, the chicks managed to swim across to the muddy bank to the right of the raft, as you look out from 
the screen, where they were seen once again being fed by the parent birds.
 We have been listening out and looking for fledgling cuckoos, now that the adult birds have left. The last calling bird 
was heard during the last week of June. Curlews would appear to have had a successful breeding season on and 
around Otmoor. On Saturday I caught a glimpse of a young bird running in The Closes and another in the field to 
the south of the Closes. The parent birds were flying over calling anxiously trying to keep their brood together. It is 
extraordinary how varied and complex their vocalisations are. 
Already people have seen and photographed black hairstreak butterflies in the Roman road area. Once again a     

purple emperor has been seen, I have yet to see one on the moor but when 
the  weather settles down and warms up a little I will be spending some time 
looking for them in and around the oaks along the Roman road. Brown 
hairstreaks will soon be on the wing and on the other side of the moor there 
will be white-letter hairstreaks. 
Invertebrate life is thriving everywhere. When walking through longer grass 
hundreds of grasshoppers ping up all around your feet. Many birds are taking 
advantage of this insect bounty and whitethroats can be spotted with beaks full 
of hoppers that they are taking back to the nest. On a walk out to the Pill on 
Sunday we found two male redstarts hunting in the lee of the big hedge about 	
two hundred metres from the Roman road. They were perched about two         	

		   metres up and flying down to grab grasshoppers. It seems a bit early to be finding them. They will 
probably be with us for some time moulting and feeding up before their onward 
migration.
 Now is also the time to be looking out for returning waders. A party of nine 
superb summer plumaged black- tailed godwits was seen early one morning 
last week, when they stopped for a brief refuelling and preening session on Big 
Otmoor. It might seem that the excitement of spring is over but there is still lots 
to see and to look for. 

Felicity Jenkins     fmjenkins@talktalk.net

The photos in the newsletter are copyright rspb-images.com (apart from any by group members).

	 	    We have recently heard of the death of RSPB photographer Colin Wilkinson whose pictures feature in this newsletter.

Editor Felicity Jenkins NEWSLETTER

The RSPB is the country’s largest nature conservation charity, inspiring 
everyone to give nature a home. 
The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is a registered charity: 
England and Wales no. 207076, Scotland no. SC037654
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