The Reserve’s 20th Anniversary
and Coronavirus
The 28th July this year marks the 20th
anniversary of the official opening of
the Reserve by the then Minister for
the Environment Michael Meacher. At
the beginning of the year when we
thought about ways of celebrating this
event we could never have imagined
what we would be faced with and how
all our lives would be changed.
The Covid-19 lockdown resulted in the
closure of the Reserve on 24th March
and while we were able to re-open the
“grounds” on 11th July the visitor
centre, toilets and hides will remain
closed for the foreseeable future.
Re-opening of the grounds is on a
phased basis - just Saturday and
Wednesday afternoons from 1pm to
5pm initially and we will be monitoring
the situation closely to ensure
everyone is complying with rules on
social distancing.
We were unable to produce our usual
Spring Newsletter due to lockdown but
we felt it was important to try and do a
Summer Newsletter this month to let
our Friends know how the wildlife has
been faring so far and what essential
work has had to be done on the
Reserve. Some of you may have been
watching the wildlife videos we have
been putting on YouTube.
Just over a year before the Reserve
was officially opened work had started
on digging out a large area of rough
grassland which would accommodate
our four main wetland areas - the
Lagoon, Duck Marsh, Reedbed and
Wet Grassland. The hides in those
days were metal cargo containers with
doorways and windows cut in them;
maintaining water levels on the
wetlands was a problem for a long time
and facilities were limited to say the
least.

Lagoon in 1999
So much has been achieved since
then. Who would have thought that in
2018 we would have been voted
BBC Countryfile Magazine’s Nature
Reserve of the Year.

Lagoon in 2019
None of this would have been possible
without the commitment and support of
Yorkshire Water and we must thank
them most sincerely for giving us the
opportunity to create something very
special here for both people and
wildlife.
While we haven’t been able to
celebrate the anniversary as we would
have wished here is something to look
forward to later in the year - a new
book entitled “Rodley Nature Reserve The First Twenty Years”
- which
explains how the Reserve came into
being and how it has developed year
by year with colour photos on every
page.

Lockdown and Habitat
Essentials

essential to mitigate establishment
elsewhere.

Monday 16 March was the fateful day
when, at lunch break, it was
announced to our volunteers that the
Reserve would be going into lockdown
with all activities being suspended until
further notice. It felt like the issuing of
redundancy notices.

Tim's Field is always a hive of activity
late March through to May with
ploughing and harrowing ready for the
sowing of the winter bird seed crop to
provide food during the "hungry gap"
period.
The seed sowing would
normally be undertaken by volunteers
but this season, because of the
situation, was undertaken by our farm
contractor.

Subsequent easing of restrictions
some weeks later allowing local travel
for essential purposes meant at least
the 195 newly planted trees in the
Dragonfly Ponds area, desperate for
water, could be saved by a small group
of local volunteers.

Unfortunately during this period the
Reserve was being visited regularly by
youths entering the Reserve from the
adjoining farmland. Whilst only minor
damage was being caused the thought
of what they might do was causing
concern so it was necessary again to
call in the local "troops" to strengthen
our boundary along the back of the
Manager's Garden. Good footage of
the intruders on the CCTV is now in
the hands of WY police.

Newly planted tree area

The
ponds
themselves
were
desperately short of water but the
water pump had yet to be refitted after
the winter frosts so another local
volunteer team had to be called in to
reinstall and subsequently fill the
ponds - another rescue successfully
completed.
Prior to the lockdown work on
removing the pernicious Crassula
helmsii from the dyke on the Dragonfly
Ponds area
had been frustrated
because of high water levels. The
subsequent hot dry spell, however,
may have caused concern over the
newly planted trees but provided low
water levels sufficient to complete the
removal task. Crassula is a serious
threat to our wetland habitats and its
immediate removal from site is

Willow Walk
Whilst it's been a trying time for the
volunteers chomping at the bit to get
back to action the Reserve has taken
on a rather pleasing wild look,
particularly along the access road and
Willow Walk where the margins have
been allowed to grow - brilliant for the
wildflowers and invertebrates. It is
possible now that this will be the new
normal - thanks to lockdown!

Dave Nesham

A Wildlife Update
Spring is a period of intense activity
with large numbers of summer visitors
arriving and many species nesting. It
would also normally be a busy time
with visiting birdwatchers. Sadly, this
year with the Reserve closed due to
Covid-19 there were none. However,
regular visits have been carried out by
trustees and volunteers throughout to
do security checks and carry out
essential work and we have been able
to keep a record of what has been
happening.
On the Lagoon the first Sand Martins
were excavating their holes in the
nesting bank on 5th April and by the
end of the month 100 holes could be
counted. The final figure on 9th June
was 141.
Lesser Black-backed Gulls were
particularly numerous this spring and
were probably responsible for the
disappearance of a family of three
Oystercatcher chicks and one of the
three Great Crested Grebe youngsters
on the Lagoon.

Two pairs of Mute Swans had mixed
fortunes. A nest on the Wet Grassland
had been abandoned by the middle of
May but the Duck Marsh pair appeared
with nine tiny cygnets on 20th May.
Sadly, they were down to six by the
end of June - cause unknown.

Wigeon are very much winter visitors
so a male and two females on the
Lagoon in June was somewhat
unexpected.
Gadwall
are
our

commonest breeding duck on the
Reserve and several families were to
be seen on the Lagoon in June.

Little Egrets are fairly regular visitors
these days and one or two birds were
present daily from the middle of May
and throughout June, often on the Wet
Grassland where they could be difficult
to spot. But Common Terns failed to
put in an appearance in April or May
for the second year running and there
no sightings in June either.

Away from the wetlands a pair of
Kestrels again nested in the east
facing Barn Owl box in the compound
and three young fledged successfully
during the last week of June. See
Kirsty’s lovely photo on the front cover.
The camera nest box on the side of the
visitor centre is used by Great Tits
most years but this year it was the turn
of a pair of Tree Sparrows. A pair of
Tree Sparrows also used the sparrow
terrace box on the north side of the
visitor centre.

Small Tortoiseshells

The Small Tortoiseshell was THE
butterfly of my childhood and probably
of many of yours too, being seen
abundantly across the whole country.
This stunning butterfly with its dashing
flight on orange and black scalloped
wings lined with blue studs was often
over-looked as it was so common and
familiar. However, since 1976 it has
undergone a drastic decline in
abundance estimated as a 75%
decrease. Although still widespread,
the populations are smaller. Butterfly
populations are known to fluctuate
considerably year on year due to
factors like weather, changes in land
use and management, pesticide use
and fluctuating levels of predators and
parasites. One possible cause for the
decline in the Small Tortoiseshell in
particular may be the presence of a
parasitic fly, Sturmia bella, which
arrived in the UK in 1998, probably due
to climate change. It lays lots of eggs
on the nettles that the butterfly’s
caterpillars feed on. These eggs are
then eaten by the caterpillars and the
parasite develops inside them with
fatal results.
However, this beast
doesn’t account for all of the decline.
Small Tortoiseshells hibernate as
adults so the first sightings are usually
in February or March and these
pioneers lay eggs and the next
generation begins to appear in June or
July. Their offspring emerge in late

August or September and go on to
hibernate.
Although there are signs nationally of a
slight recovery in populations of Small
Tortoiseshells, the last three or four
years have been dreadful for this
butterfly at Rodley. Prior to this the
maximum counts on a single day were
regularly in the region of 20 to 30 –
often seen in one small area.
However, the maximum numbers on a
single day has gone down, being 15 in
2016, 8 in 2017 (there was a national
decline in number between 2016 and
2017 of 32%), 12 in 2018 and 11 in
2019. This is worrying but the reasons
for this national and local decline are
uncertain as there are many factors
involved – RNR certainly isn’t short of
their larval food plant - nettles. So far
this year things are looking a bit better.
The first Small Tortoiseshell of the year
was spotted on the 22nd February with
small numbers in March and April
increasing to 16 on two days in April.
Several groups of caterpillars were
seen in mid-May on Poplar Field, the
Scrubland and the Dragonfly Ponds
area. The next generation started to
appear in mid-June, with 20+ being
seen on several days and 24 on 25th of
June.

So is the species beginning to make a
recovery? Let’s hope so, but keep an
eye on the meadows and the Buddleia
bushes, keep counting and send us
the records please!
Jerry Knapp

Harvest Mouse Introduction

The Rise of the Buzzard

The permanent displays of Harvest
Mice in the visitor centre have always
been popular with visitors and not just
the children. You would be lucky to see
one of these tiny animals on the
Reserve but there are lots of them out
there these days. A new interpretation
board describing the introduction
scheme was installed at the corner of
Tim’s Field nearest the Willow Path
earlier this year.

Not so many years ago you would
have had to go to Scotland, Wales or
the Lake District to see a Buzzard.
Now it is reckoned to be our
commonest raptor and it is certainly
the most frequently reported bird of
prey at Rodley.

The first release of 160 mice was
made in May 2014 at a site at the back
of the Reedbed with a further 183 just
a few weeks later. Further releases
have taken place at different sites
round the Reserve each year since
then, the most recent on 1st July this
year - a total of 61 mice - some of
these provided by Pudsey Park from
their breeding programme.
The breeding programme is complex
and would not have been possible
without the dedication and hard work
of two of the Reserve’s volunteers,
Maxine and John Brook. We are also
grateful to Pudsey Park and other
organisations that have supported the
project.
The population appears to be doing
well and nests are now being found
well away from the original release
areas.

A single bird circling high over the
Reserve on 7th April 2002 was the first
record here but it remained scarce in
this part of the valley for some years
with less than a handful of sightings
most years and only 6 in 2009.
Numbers of records increased year by
year from that point reaching 26 in
2014 but it was from 2015 that they
really took off with sightings recorded
on 104 dates in 2016. They have
dropped slightly over the last three
years but this is more likely due to the
fact that they are so common many
birdwatchers are no longer reporting
them.
They are now being recorded in every
month of the year and up to seven
birds have been seen in the air at
once. Nesting was strongly suspected
in local woodland very close to the
Reserve last year and birds are active
in the same area again this year.
Listen out for the bird’s haunting
mewing call at it circles high over the
Reserve.

The Dragonfly Ponds

By the time the Reserve re-opened on
11th July some of the earlier
dragonflies had already finished their
flight season but there are still many
more to see during the coming weeks.
In 2019 we were awarded the
accolade of “Dragonfly Hotspot” by the
British Dragonfly Society and it proved
to be a very good dragonfly year with
one species that had not been
previously recorded on the Reserve the
Small
Red-eyed
Damselfly
(Erythromma viridulum).

Among the large dragonflies the
Emperor, Southern Hawker, Brown
Hawker and Migrant Hawker can all be
seen on the ponds. The stunning
Banded Demoiselle breeds on the river
but is also a regular visitor to the
ponds.

The Azure Damselfly is by far the
commonest damselfly to be found on
the ponds and it was also very popular
with the resident Reed Buntings at a
time when they were feeding their
young at a nest in the marsh area.
This little damselfly was first seen on
3rd August last year. It was first
recorded in England in the southeast
of the country in 1999. It has spread
steadily northwards with other influxes
from the continent also occurring. It will
be interesting to see if we can record it
again this year and any sightings
would be very welcome.

