
 

DIGSWELL LAKE SOCIETY 
 
The Society maintains Digswell Lake and the surrounding 
wooded parkland (17½ acres in all ) as a nature reserve and 
place of tranquil beauty. 
 

Newsletter      Autumn 2016 

 


 
All evening 
meetings  

commence at 
7.30 pm  

 
and are held 

at the  
 

Digswell Village Hall 
Harmer Green Lane 

Digswell 
 

Admission charge 
only £2.00 

 

which includes 
refreshments 

 
Your friends are 
most welcome  
to come along 

 
Ring Bob Leys 

0n 01707 321157 
for information 

 




 

The Society is a Registered Charity (No.296918) and a Company Limited by Guarantee incorporated in England (No. 2125155).  
Registered Office: 401 Knightsfield, Welwyn Garden City, Herts. AL8 7LY 

 

Diary Dates  
 
 

Friday 21st October 2016 
 
 

Bee Awareness evening by the Welwyn Beekeepers 
Speaker: Mike Goodhew is the Training Coordinator for Welwyn 
Beekeepers providing local education and training, and the 
Training   Coordinator for Hertfordshire Beekeepers providing 

the more advanced and specialist training to all Hertfordshire Divisions 
As part of the local education and training, Welwyn Beekeepers run Bee 
Awareness informal sessions, aimed to provide an overview of the Hon-
eybee and the work of the Beekeeper for those just generally interested, 
and also for those considering taking up Beekeeping who might then 
wish to attend a Beekeeping Beginners course.  
For information, for those interested in taking up Beekeep-
ing, the Bee Awareness sessions are intentionally held in Oc-
tober each year just before the following March’s Beekeeping 
Beginners course is advertised in November and is always 
very popular and oversubscribed.  
 
 
 

Friday 24th February 2017                                

 
Subject:   Development and Wildlife 
Speaker:  Peter Oakenfull 
Peter is a conservation management consultant and ecologist. 
He was a volunteer warden of The Commons nature reserve and 
still retains a major interest in it’s flora and fauna and in particular 
of maintaining wildlife corridors. 
Reference to the web will show an eclectic range of interests. 
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For more information please contact 

          James Godbold;  info@digswell-lake.org.uk            

or telephone; 0845-003-5253 

Work Party Dates 2016/17 

Oct 
Nov 
Dec 
Jan 

22 
26 
24 
28 

9am  
9am 
9am 
9am 

9am - 
9am - 
9am 
9am - 

25 
25 
22 
27 

Feb 
Mar 
Apr 
May 

Please note 

1pm 
1pm 
1pm 
1pm 

-1pm 
-1pm 
-1pm 
-1pm 

 

The cost of calling our 0845 003 5253 number 
is made up of two parts: an access 
charge going to the callers phone company 
(3p pm), and a service charge set by the 0845 
telephone provider (7p pm). A call would, 
therefore, cost 10p pm but could vary slightly 
depending upon your call package. 

If you would like to play a more central part in running the Society, please feel free to approach any of 
the Committee members named on this Newsletter, mentioning anything you would like to say about 
your background or interest or expertise. We have a couple of vacancies on the Committee, and, de-
pending on your interest, you could be invited to sit in on a Committee meeting, with a view to possible 
co-option. 
By way of background, the Society’s AGM in June re-elected all the sitting candidates, leaving the Com-
mittee unchanged. But we don’t want to stagnate, and therefore would welcome new members and new 
ideas onto the Committee. 
 
 We have been active in promoting the Society to potential members, at the Welwyn Street Market at the 
end of June, at our Open Evening just afterwards, and recently at a Village Organisations showcase 
evening at Digswell Village Hall. A special welcome to you if you are one of our new Members who has 
joined the Society through one of these events. We wish you many years of enjoyable membership. 
 
But our most important news is this: 
If you have visited the Lake in recent days, you will have seen a major improvement - the new Graham 
Elliott crossing. Gone is the plank-and-scaffolding bridge which ran alongside the weir. It is replaced by 
a new causeway, a couple of yards downstream. Graham Elliott is the late Member whose generous 
bequest has made it possible. 
The new crossing has been designed to appear as ‘natural’ as reasonably possible, with no ruler-
straight edges, and with plenty of scope for waterside plants to colonise the lower level of the causeway. 
The walking surface is wide enough to obviate the need for unsightly railings, so preserving the unclut-
tered view of the Lake looking towards the viaduct. The water which has spilled over the Lake weir can 
join the Mimram through low-level through-pipes embedded under the crossing. 
The path along the island leading to the crossing is soft in places, and will be improved ‘as and when’, 
but the worst soft spot, just short of the weir, has been filled with planks and stones - not beautiful, but it 
makes the walk much less uncomfortable. 
The full ‘crossing’ job is still unfinished at the time of writing. For example some restoration has still to be 
done, such as smoothing off the tracks left by the construction vehicles and generally tidying the site. 
Also, there is a subsidiary low half-length weir just downstream of the ‘real’ weir at the south 
(greensward) end. This has always been there - we’re not sure why it was ever put in - but now it is af-
fecting the water flow pattern, leaving an unattractive stagnant area. This joins our lengthy “job list” - the 
maintenance of the Lake area is never finished! And it is why I thank you for your continued member-
ship, ensuring that the maintenance of this beautiful spot can indeed continue. 
 

Peter Neville 
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DIGSWELL LAKE BIRD REPORT  
AUTUMN 2016 

Compiled and submitted by Colin Hull 
Spring-Summer Highlights 
Mute Swans nested again in their usual place 
and this year had eight young. Five were still pre-
sent with adults on 5th July.  
Three pairs of Coot were present on the lake. 
Two pairs successfully bred but again this year 
the pair near the dam did not seem to have any 
success. I think this is for about the fourth year in 
a row. It’s very strange. 
A pair of Little Grebe started a nest under a bush 
at the east end of the lake but I observed them 
being bullied by the unproductive Coot pair. I’m 
not sure what happened to the grebes after that 
and had no other evidence of attempted nesting.  
Summer migrant Chiff Chaff and Blackcap were 
again present, about 2 pairs each but I have no 
nesting evidence.  
We had some young Tufted Duck on the lake but 
not sure if they were actually from nests on the 
property or came from offsite.  
A Kingfisher was sighted at the edge of the lake 
on a few occasions. 
  
Species focus: 
Little Egret 
The Little Egret is a smallish white member of the 
Heron family and has a very wide world distribu-
tion throughout Europe, Asia, Africa and even as 
far as Australia. (On holiday we’ve seen them in 
Algarve, Greece, Israel, Egypt and India).  
Over the last 10 years there have been a few ob-
served along various parts of the Mimram, mainly 
in winter months but this year was the first time I 
have seen any actually at the lake, early on in the 
year. Back in my youth the only time I ever saw 
them was occasionally on the south coast. Now 
in winter they are a common sighting both in 
coastal areas and on rivers.  
The occurrence of 
the Little Egret is 
one of those inter-
esting natural ex-
pansions of breed-
ing range. Before 
1996 Little Egrets 
were irregular and 
scarce visitors 
from Europe but in 
that year a pair 
nested on Brown-
sey Island, Dorset. 
Since then the 
breeding popula-

tion has gradually expanded and increased to 
about 660-740 pairs. A pair bred in Berkshire in 
2007. A few now breed in the Lea Valley. Winter 
visitors were about 4,500 in 2008-2009.  
So keep an eye out for them on the river Mimram, 
particularly beside the B1000 on the way to Wel-
wyn and if you see them on the lake property 
please let me know (see email address below). 
 
Grey Wagtail 
We get irregular visits of Grey Wagtail to the lake 
and river. Grey Wagtails occur at highest densi-
ties along fast-flowing upland streams. At the lake 
they often occur near the dam. The species as 
whole has very large worldwide distribution in-
cluding Europe, Russia and Asia, with a number 
of subspecies throughout the range marked by 
colour variations. The most common subspecies 
in the UK and Europe is motacilia cinerea cine-
rea. In the UK they are mainly resident but we 
also have an influx of migrants from North and 
East Europe in winter and some migrate through 
the UK to North Africa.  
In the UK 
Grey Wag-
tails are on 
the Red 
List of con-
servation 
concern 
because 
the breed-
ing popu-
lation has 
declined 
by more 
than 50%, with a fall during the late 1970s and 
early 1980s from an initial high point in 1974, 
some slight increase occurred in the 1990s but 
then there has been another steep drop around 
2010. Clutch and brood size of Grey Wagtails 
rose as the population fell, and are now getting 
smaller again. The reason for the decline is not 
fully understood but may relate to over-winter sur-
vival.  
 
Again please report to me any sightings.  
 

Colin Hull 

Email: colinhull88@btinternet.com 
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 continued on next page 

Have you 
heard a 
Cuckoo 
this year 
in a place 
you nor-
mally ex-
pect to 
hear 
them? At 
my work place at Brickendonbury near Hertford 
we are surrounded by farmland and woods. For 
many years my lunchtime walks in May have 
been accompanied by the sound of a Cuckoo or 
two. On one occasion we even had one actually 
on site. But it in recent years I have not heard a 
single Cuckoo in the area. Where have they 
gone? What’s happening to our Cuckoos?  
The British Trust for Ornithology (BTO), that 
monitors bird populations every year using volun-
teers like me, has recorded a 50% decline in the 
UK Cuckoo population in the last 20 years. The 
potential reasons for decline are being investi-
gated. There may be several reasons why this 
migrant bird may have problems, including : 
 
a/  potential breeding problems related to host 
bird populations (remember Cuckoos are raised 
by “foster parents”) in the UK.  
b/   survival on migration to and from African win-
tering areas. Related to the actual journey or 
over-wintering survival.  
 
The Cuckoo has been well studied during the 
breeding season here in the UK and we can study 
what is happening to their host populations and 
nest success where Cuckoos are observed in the 
nest. Evidence from Breeding Survey data shows 
strong variation in Cuckoo population trends be-
tween habitats, which may reflect regional differ-
ences in their main hosts. Another hypothesis for 

the de-
cline of 
Cuckoos 
relates to 
the mis-
match in 
the timing 
of host 
and 
Cuckoo 
breeding. 
There is 

evidence relating to climate-induced  changes in 
migrant arrivals, although the extent to which this  

may be driving population declines is unclear. 
Earlier breeding Dunnock nests have become 
less available to Cuckoos, whilst those of Reed 
Warblers more so. This may be crucial. I heard a 
talk some years ago that the genetic line of fe-
male Cuckoos is strongly host related. For in-
stance females raised in Reed Warbler nests use 
Reed Warblers as host, possibly genetically asso-
ciated with being able to mimic the host bird’s egg 
colour. In Europe, other recent studies have sug-
gested that climate change might disrupt the as-
sociation between the life cycles of the Cuckoo 

and its short-distance 
migrant hosts this mis-
match may contribute to 
the decline in Cuckoo.  
But what about the sec-
ond part of the Cuckoo 
life story?  Once they 
head off on migration 
very little was previously 
known about the routes 
they take or where in 
Africa they spent the 
winter months. Previ-
ously there has only 
been one recovery (82  
years ago) of a young 
bird that was found in 

mid-winter in Cameroon. So there is a need to 
identify areas of importance for these birds, then 
we can study pressures there which may explain 
the losses of the British Cuckoo 
Since 2011 the BTO has been satellite-tracking 
Cuckoos to find out as much as possible about 
migration routes and pressures facing the birds, 
where they go to and survival in the wintering ar-
eas. To date 50 birds have been tagged and 
tracked. It has been found that Cuckoos leave the 
UK much earlier than we thought. The earliest 
departure date so far has been 3rd June and but 
in each year over 50% of our tagged Cuckoos 
have left the country by the end of June, much 
earlier than expected! Tracking showed that one 
male (“Chris”) spent 47% of his time in Africa, 
38% on migration and only 15% of his time in the 
UK. (Well the males only have to stay here long 
enough to get a few females pregnant and then 
go off back to Africa!).  
Tracking has confirmed a migration route through 
Italy as expected from ringing data but two Cuck-
oos from the first year went west via Spain, high-
lighting a brand new migration route and a stop-
over site north of Madrid.  Many of the tracked  
 

 

Where have the Cuckoos gone? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Reed Warbler raising a 
common cuckoo 

Dunnock 

Cuckoo  



5 

Down at the Lake  Where have the cuckoos gone? 
continued 
 
Cuckoos have spent time near the River Po in 
Italy, confirming this is a very important fattening 
site for British Cuckoos which allows them to 
cross the Mediterranean Sea but also the cross-
ing of the Sahara Desert at its widest point. From 
there they travel to mid-African tropical forests.  
On their return journeys in the spring, all of the 
tracked Cuckoos have crossed the Sahara each 
spring from previously unknown stopover sites in 
West Africa. It had been formerly supposed that 
Cuckoos crossed the Sahara in a mammoth flight 
direct from their wintering locations all the way to 
North Africa or southern Europe, so this stopover 
was highly unexpected. Understanding more 
about the location of important stop-over sites  
could be another crucial part of the conserva-
tion of this species. 
Having followed Cuckoos over a number of 
years, the BTO are beginning to gather a 
wealth of data about the difficult points during 
the Cuckoo’s annual cycle. Knowing where 
the birds are struggling (and dying) will help 
us understand how their numbers change 
and hopefully will help to identify the causes 
of their declines to help inform conservation 
in the future. As with all migrant birds this 
kind information will become crucial in rela-
tion to potential climate change and how we 
try and protect migrant species in a changing 
world.  
 

If you have internet access you can read 
more about Cuckoo tracking online and see 
where currently tagged Cuckoos have 
reached.  
 

https://www.bto.org/
science/migration/
tracking-studies/
cuckoo-tracking 
 

Colin Hull 

T 
H 
E 
 

O 
L 
D 
 

C 
R 
O 
S 
S 
I 
N 
G 

THE NEW GRAHAM ELLIOTT CROSSING 

Testing it out. 

Crayfish 
Probably American Signal 
Spotted near the outfall 
from the settling tank into 
the Mimram. 10.10.16 

Long gone ! 
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           A trip to Algarve  
 

Colin Hull 
 

The Algarve in South Portugal is a major tourist area for beach lovers, and apparently also lots of golf-
ers, but it’s also has some good bird life areas. So in May off we went on one our birding explorations. 
We are staying at Sao Rafael near Albufera. We hired a car but did not venture very far because one 
location (Salgagos Lagoon) seemed to have the most local interest and good variety of species.  
On the day of arrival looking out on the hotel veranda the very first bird I saw flying around was a Red 
Rumped Swallow. I had seen them before in Israel, Cyprus and Greece but this was an exciting first 
bird to see. Then a Serin Finch singing. Ah.. this was going to be a good week! 
There were a few common species that we see in the UK, like Goldfinch (a family flock with parents 
feeding the young). In fact we seemed to see Goldfinches a lot.  There were also Common Swallow, 
House Martin, House Sparrow, Collared Dove and Blackbird. However the stars of the week were the 
species we can’t normally see in the UK, including two “life firsts” (species we had never seen before 
anywhere).  
 
Salgagos Lagoon was a wide expanse of water separated from the seashore by a huge set of Sand 
dunes. It was also surrounded by areas of grassland and bushes and trees. Sheep grazed the grass 
and among them we saw Cattle Egret on several occasions. While watching Avocets, Black Winged 
Stilts and Greater Flamingo on the water we became aware of a little brown bird flying over our heads 
making a “pip” sound and rather agitated at our presence. It helpfully settled on the top of fence post so 
we could get a good view. Small, about the size of a Wren, it looked like a Warbler species. I consulted 
my handy “Book of European Birds” pictures and maps and narrowed it down to a Fan Tailed Warbler. 
Never seen one before, a “life first”. After that we noticed these little agitated warblers in several other 
locations.  
 
The other “life first” I first spotted on a telegraph wire on the way back to the hotel. I noticed black head 
cap, buff body and bright blue wings and tail. Again quick look at the bird book and positively identified 
as Azure Winger Magpie. Beautiful bird and quite a find. I noted from the guide book showed this spe-
cies is only seen in Portugal and Spain and was a local birding highlight in the hotel Algarve guide 
book.  
 
On another occasion at Salgagos Lagoon we were watching Bee-eaters and “swifts” but closer inspec-
tion showed that along with some Common Swift there were also some paler Alpine Swifts.  
Much of the nearby coast was mixture of sandy beaches, dunes and low laying rocky coast and cliffs. 
Twice among the rocky places we saw a dark blue looking “blackbird” and again consulting my bird 
guide positively identified as Blue Rock Thrush. We had seem them in other places but not quite so 
close up.  
 
Other specials for the area were Dartford Warbler, Sardinian Warbler, Alpine Swift, Spoonbill, Kentish 
Plover, Purple Heron, Little Tern, Hoopoo, White Stork, Spotless Starling and Crested Lark. In all we 
saw 44 species and 22 of them not seen normally in the UK. We might have seen more if we had ven-
tured further from the coast but what we saw were enough with some memorable moments. The won-
der of the diversity of life.     

Dartford Warbler (photo: Kev Joynes).  Andalucianguides.blogspot.com Hoopoe: maayboli.com 

Kentish Plover 

 Photo’s of more of the birds mentioned on next page. 
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Fan Tailed Warbler 

Greater Flamingo 

Red rumped swallow 

Bee Eater 

Serin Finch 

Azure winged magpie 

By I, MarioM, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2496804 

Photo kindly provided by Stephen Daly of 
 http://www.andalucianguides.com  

Wikipedia 

Wikipedia 

Red Rumped Swallow 

portlandbirdobs.org.uk 



SUBSCRIPTIONS   2016/2017 
 

The Society’s subscription year runs from 1st April to 31st March 
 

For those members making direct payment please, if you have not already done so, make 
your cheque payable to Digswell Lake Society and send it, with this completed slip, to the 
Treasurer,  
Name 
 

Address 
 
 
 
 

Post code                              Tel. no. 
 

e-mail                                                                    Date          /        / 
 

FAMILY MEMBERSHIP £10.00   
 

 

Have a look at your web site. 
 

DIGSWELL-LAKE.ORG.UK 
 

Find  
Contact details - Calendar of events 

(e.g. work parties & talks )  
Picture gallery - Newsletter and More 

 

Please send in articles, anecdotes  and 
 photographs which you feel  may be of  

interest to other Society members. 
 

bob.leys@ntlworld.com 
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For enquiries and pre-booking telephone 01707 324718 

Treasurer:                                                Deborah Anne Smith. 
 

15 Old School Close, Codicote, Herts. SG4 8YJ  
 

To save having to remember each year, you may prefer to start paying your  subscription by annual 
standing order.   

There is a Standing Order form and instructions on the Society’s website at :  
http://www.digswell-lake.org.uk/membership 


