


A Species in Decline
Kestrels (Falco tinnunculus) are the most common
bird of prey seen in Britain. They can be found
in a wide variety of habitats from farmland
to heathland and are often seen flying
above road verges.

While hunting they often hover in
one spot, rapidly flapping their
wings and keeping their heads still
as they look for prey on the
ground below. Kestrels generally
feed on small mammals such as
field voles.

However, although a common sight
at the moment, recent surveys have
noted a decline in kestrels across both
Britain and Europe. The exact cause of
this decline is not known, but is most
likely due to habitat degradation from
human expansion and increases in intensive
farming, which limits prey numbers.

The fact that kestrels are in decline is very worrying, because if they are struggling
it is likely that other species that feed on the same prey are also in trouble.

Hedleyhope Fell is great habitat for small mammals and so has a high population
of kestrels and other birds of prey, making it a great place to see them up close.

Hedleyhope Fell has been
managed by Durham Wildlife
Trust for over three years. The
level of investment for both
people and wildlife is an
impressive story.

The Trust was able to acquire the
Fell due to the generosity of H. J.
Banks who gifted half of the now
200ha nature reserve. The
remaining area is currently
leased from Defra.

The Heritage Lottery Fund
provided the initial funding
required to carry out wildlife
surveys and buy the resources
needed to work with the local
community and establish a
volunteer task force to manage
the reserve. The grant of
£254,000 also paid for onsite

Money Matters In brief
� The conifer
plantations at Hedley Hill
are having half the trees
removed. Later this year
they will be replanted
with native broadleaf
species such as ash and
oak, to make it a better
home for wildlife.

� After the heavy rain in
September there was a
lot of damage done to
the footpaths both on
the Fell and at Low Barns.
Thankfully the volunteer
task force was more than
happy to help with the
repairs.

� Autumn is the best
time to see fungi and
there is plenty on the
Fell. Next time you’re
there keep a look out for
the crimson waxcap, a
nationally important
species.

� Stags-horn club moss
is another rare species
found growing on the
Fell. It is called this
because it is shaped like
stags antlers and has
club-like structures to
disperse its spores.

� There is a new
site leaflet about
Hedleyhope Fell. Copies
are available free of
charge from the Low
Barns Visitor Centre or by
calling 01388 488728.

interpretation panels, reserve
leaflets and the majority of
access improvements for visitors.
Both H. J. Banks and EDF Energy
stepped in at the right time to
pay for even more access
improvements and onsite
interpretation.

The now impressive volunteer
task force carries out much of
the footpath maintenance for
people and habitat
management tasks for wildlife.
The team of volunteers spend
three days per week managing
Hedleyhope Fell and several
other Trust nature reserves.
During the last 3 years over
4209 days have been
committed, equating to
£210,450 of volunteer time.

Support from local people,
together with funding from
Defra and the Coalfields and
Lowlands Project, has also made
it possible to achieve Secretary
of State approval to fence the
Fell. This enables us to use sheep
to graze the Fell, without them
being a hazard to motorists.

Today Durham Wildlife Trust and
Defra work in partnership to
manage the nature reserve for
both people and wildlife. A long
term funding agreement is in
place to pay for a site manager
to work with the local
community, common holders
and the volunteer task force to
ensure Hedleyhope Fell remains
an important place for wildlife
and visitors. The Defra funding
agreement runs up until the
year 2019.

Craig Best
Hedleyhope Fell Reserve Officer

Kestrel facts
� As well as seeing in colour,

kestrels have ultra violet vision
and can track voles by
following trails of their urine
which are UV reflective.

� Although they mainly
feed on small mammals,
kestrels have also been
known to eat insects and

earthworms.

� Like many birds of prey
kestrels are sexually dimorphic

(the males and females look
different to one another).

crimson waxcap (Hygrocybe punicea)
by Keith Cunningham

Females (below) are slightly larger than
males and have a barred light brown
plumage. The tips of the wings and the
tail are black, like the males.

Males have a
spotted reddish
brown back and a
blue-grey head and
tail. The tips of the
wings and the tail
are black.

What is a heathland?
Heathlands have a natural appearance but
actually developed as a result of forest
clearance for agriculture around 5,000 years
ago. They are typically made up of dwarf
shrubs, such as common heather (ling), bell
heather, cross-leaved heath and gorse.
These plants grow well on nutrient-poor
acidic soils.

Hedleyhope Fell has a complex mosaic of
heather dominated areas, acid grassland,
rush pasture, bracken beds, patches of gorse
and scattered trees. It is this variation in
habitat type that supports such a rich
variety of plants and animals such as insects
(including butterflies), birds, mammals and
reptiles.

What makes Hedleyhope Fell
special?
The Fell is one of the largest examples of mid-
altitude heathland in County Durham. This type of
heathland occurs between moorland in the uplands
and heathland in the lowlands, attracting plants and
animals from both. Mid-altitude and lowland heaths
have declined under pressures from development,
mining, forestry and agricultural improvement and
now survive only as isolated fragments.

Why do we need to manage
heathlands?
Heathlands are subject to change and without
management they would gradually change from
heathland to woodland. Many of the plants and
animals present rely on an open habitat to survive
and maintain healthy numbers.

How we manage the Fell
� Grazing is the most important
management tool to halt the process of
succession.

� Bracken control is undertaken to
ensure this plant does not encroach into
heather dominated areas and important
grassland habitats.

� Tree and scrub management takes
place during the winter months to make
sure succession to woodland does not
occur.

� Heather burning is carried out
to create a pattern of different aged
heather.

Taming the Wuthering Heights



Craig Best, Hedleyhope Fell Reserve Officer
Durham Wildlife Trust, Low Barns Nature Reserve,
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County Durham DL14 0AG.
TEL: 01388 488728 EMAIL: cbest@durhamwt.co.uk

Durham Wildlife Trust aims to conserve wildlife and to promote
conservation within the County of Durham, City of Sunderland and
the Boroughs of Gateshead, South Tyneside and Darlington.
For further information visit www.durhamwt.co.uk

Hello my name is
Emma Pearson
and I’m one of the
three Volunteer
Reserve Officers
based at Low
Barns. At the
beginning of the
summer I had completed my degree in
wildlife conservation and started as a regular
volunteer with the Trust. Soon after this I was
lucky enough to get a VRO position. It has
provided me with the practical skills and
training that is needed to become employed
in the conservation sector. The time I have
spent as a VRO has been a fantastic
experience. I’ve learnt so much, met loads of
great people and had fun along the way.

Hi I’m Becky and I started as a VRO in
February having finished my degree in

Durham Wildlife Trust is one of
the most active environmental
organisations in the region,
managing 25 Nature Reserves,
a variety of species and habitat
recovery projects and four
Visitor Centres.

Join the Durham Wildlife Trust
Volunteer Task Force now and
help manage your local nature
reserves. We carry out essential
conservation tasks such as
footpath maintenance, fencing,
tree and scrub management
and wildlife surveys.

Why volunteer for Durham Wildlife Trust?

l Improve nature reserves for
wildlife and people

l Kick-start a new career
l Learn new skills
l Make new friends
l Keep fit
l Have fun!

Check out pictures of some of the things we
get up to at www.lowbarns.co.uk

To become a volunteer please contact Craig
Best (Hedleyhope Fell Reserve Officer)
via the contact details at the bottom of the
page.

Wildlife Needs You!

Meet the VROs
Emma, Becky and Dougie
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Zoology with
Conservation. Being a
VRO has been a
fantastic experience; I
have, learnt a lot about
conservation, met loads
of new people and had
a lot of fun along the
way. I have also gained
many practical qualifications including first aid,
chainsaw, ATV and off road driving, all of which
were paid for by Durham Wildlife Trust.

Working with Durham Wildlife Trust has already
opened up more opportunities for me as
through them, I am now also working with the
Durham Biodiversity Partnership office. Overall,
from working with the Trust I know that
conservation is definitely the area in which I want
to work, but for the moment I’m just looking
forward to getting stuck into our winter tasks.

My name is Dougie Nisbet and I've
recently started working as a VRO
based at Low Barns. I've spent most of
my working career glaring at computer
screens and supporting IT systems
before my particular job niche dried up.
This proved to be an ideal time to
change direction so I decided to swap
the keyboard for a chainsaw and spent
two years at Houghall College studying
for a National Diploma in Arboriculture.

Becoming
a VRO has
involved
some
sacrifices.
I've had
to cancel
my gym
membership as it was surplus to
requirements. You get a complete body
workout from the range of day to day
tasks at 'the office'. I've had to give up
on watching what I eat or worrying
about getting to sleep at night. It's a
tough job, but someone's gotta do it.




