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Upcoming ELC Conservation Volunteer tasks:
New faces always welcome! If you would like to join in with a group for the first time, please get 
in touch with the relevant ranger to confirm details.

1st March & 19th March Aberlady John; jharrison@eastlothian.gov.uk
9th March Yellowcraig Dave; dwild@eastlothian.gov.uk
16th March Path Warden team Duncan; dpriddle@eastlothian.gov.uk
1st April Dunbar CVs Tara/Laura; dcv@eastlothian.gov.uk
28th March North Berwick Sam; sranscombe@eastlothian.gov.uk
28th March Levenhall Nick; naitken1@eastlothian.gov.uk

Another month and other BBF.  Although there have been a few recent blips in the weather, Spring 
does seem to be “just around the corner” and already birdsong volume is increasing in the 
hedgerows, flowers are adding a splash of colour here and there and small things are starting to buzz 
and flit in sunnier moments.  Hooray! 
Thanks to all who have contributed to this edition.  Each month I anticipate a slimmer output, but 
seem to keep ending up with more than enough! I am coming to the end of my “Who’s Who” 
culprits (saving the best ones until last of course). After this the limelight is going to shift to 
volunteers. If you fancy sharing a bit about yourself: why you volunteer, your wildlife and countryside 
inspirations etc, then let me know. Otherwise I’ll just come begging, or worse still have to make up 
something about myself.

Upcoming events for volunteers
All welcome, but places will be allocated on a first come first served basis.  
If you would like to secure a place on all or any, please send me an email. 

4th March: Beach Clean, North Berwick beach boating pond 10:30 -12:30
Join North Berwick in Bloom, Surfers Against Sewage, ELCRS, Seabird Centre to turn the tide on 
litter.  No need to book, just turn up! Free entry to seabird centre afterwards.
14th March: Leading guided walks, Haddington 10am-12noon
14th March: Bumblebee training, Haddington 2pm-4pm.  All welcome but aimed at volunteers 
who are new to (or would like a refresher for) our soon-to-start bumblebee surveys.
21st March : Guided tour of Torness Power Station 10am – 12noon
27th April : Mindfulness in Nature, Butterdean Wood 1pm-3pm
Introduction to experiencing nature through meditation skills, bringing attention to breath and 
body during stillness and movement
2nd May Amisfield and 5th May Gosford: Crack of Dawn Chorus walks at 5am.
An early morning stroll identifying birds from their song.  Please indicate if you have a preference 
for Gosford or Amisfield (or if happy to go on either). 
17th May Wildlife Recording Workshop with Natalie from TWIC. 10am – 3pm, location tbc
Get ready for a summer of wildlife recording! Morning indoor session learning the theory, 
followed by an afternoon outdoors putting it into practice.



Volunteer activity during February

Please send in ideas or content for the next ‘Best boot forward’ to kbaird@elothianmail.net
Apologies for any omissions, inaccuracies and typos. 

Junior Rangers 
were out lopping 
in the snow. Was 
this all that 
remained?

Thomas and Andy and two 
extraordinarily large piles of 
litter from the beach near 

E’ebroughty

More buckthorn burning at Aberlady. © Abbie

A bucolic scene ©Liz

Snowdrops at 
Smeaton ©Liz

Lepidoptera hunting with HES. © Abbie

Burn clearance at NBL

Before

After

Scrub removal from Yellowcraig dunes © Abbie

Rubbish trip to Kinwegar
© J. Hardy
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Spring in the Air
By Abbie Marland

During February, East Lothian weather swithered between some extremes, but overall mildness 
meant the countryside gently coiled itself into Spring. Storm Doris arrived on the 23rd and 
unsprung the picture. Fingers crossed for the sun’s return.

Early signs of Spring include Honey bees, Bumblebees and Hoverflies out onto early blossom 
and even the occasional Peacock or Small Tortoiseshell butterfly (from hibernation). Nectar is 
still in short supply, but Celandines, Hazel, Winter Cherry and Butterbur are on offer. Male 
Badgers grumpily wander in enforced bachelor-hood (evicted after the recent birth of their 
cubs), Woodpeckers drum, songbirds claim territory and attract mates, and perhaps loveliest 
of all - the Skylarks are up and about.
The European Skylark (Alauda arvensis) is possibly one of our most appreciated little birds, 
celebrated in poems, prose, music and song. Known in Scots and Old English as the 
“Laverock”, its name can be found dotted across local maps. In 1820, the Earl of Haddington 
poetically but dourly remarked: "Neither goose nor sandy lavrock, nor whaup shall e'er gae
free”. John Muir wrote of his joy at their presence round Dunbar, and our current flock of 
over-wintering Shore Larks on the JMCP saltmarsh would have enjoyed the description as an 
“exaltation” of “grottie-lavro”.

…continued

Eristalis tenax, a hoverfly that hibernates 
over the winter and one of the first insects 
of the year to be seen at flowers

Small tortoiseshell, one of our butterflies that 
hibernates as an adult over the winter.



Skylarks are fully protected by law, and it is an offence to kill or injure the adult birds, or to 
damage or destroy an active nest. Sadly, however, numbers of this species have drastically 
collapsed, down to only 10% of those present 30 years ago. The decline is almost certainly the 
result of changes to farming practice. Skylarks are ground nesting, and need open areas of 
non-intensively cultivated land to feed and raise their young. They cannot breed where 
vegetation becomes too tall and dense, so the move to autumn sown crops has reduced 
available habitat. Additionally, silage instead of hay production means frequent mowing and 
thus inadvertent nest destruction. Some conservation schemes do exist to try to moderate 
the losses, such as leaving unsown patches in winter cereals. These "skylark plots" need to be 
16-24 metres square and positioned away from field edges and tramlines. Just two skylark 
plots per hectare have significant benefits for the birds. However, populations continue to fall.

Skylarks proclaim their territories by a spectacular song-flight, during which the bird rises 
almost vertically with rapid wing-beats, hovering for several minutes and then parachuting 
down. Song flights of up to one hour have been recorded, and the birds can reach 1,000 feet 
before descending. Once down, birds rapidly run to a different spot to avoid predation or 
reveal the nest site. The nest is a hollow on the ground, lined by the female with leaves, 
grasses and hair. She lays 2-6 grey-white, darkly speckled eggs, and incubates them for 11 
days. Both parents feed the chicks on insects for their first week, then gradually add small 
quantities of shoots and seeds.

The sound of the Skylark’s song is familiar and welcome, and lifts the human spirit (well, mine, 
at least!). Over the years I’ve noticed that other birds, such as Sedge Warblers and Starlings, 
also “take note” - they actually incorporate Skylark snatches into their own songs, with 
additional mimicry of Buzzard and Quail. If you are treated to a close-up view of a Skylark 
whilst it perches (rarely), take a look at its toes. You may see why those folk with long narrow 
footwear used to be called “Laverock-heeled. And for completion, a “whaup” is a Curlew…….



Who's talking rubbish?
By John Hardy

Photos by Liz

The bright indoor education room at Kinwegar Waste Transfer Station, near Musselburgh, was the 
venue for Tom Reid, East Lothian’s Waste Services Manager, to deliver a fascinating talk about waste 
collection and disposal in East Lothian. 

Tom is a design graduate who started as a Trade Waste Officer but soon made his way to the top. He 
introduced us to the plant and outlined the modern ideas he has introduced to use our waste to 
make a profit.  

The £6m station with its loading bays can be quickly dismantled and put together in a different size 
configuration for flexibility of sorting and storage. The indoor section of the facility comprises 4000 
square feet of office space. It is lit and heated from roof-mounted solar panels to produce enough 
surplus electricity to make a profit. 

Viewing windows allowed us to see the interior of the facility. One large loading grab was sorting 
through the green bin waste pile, and loading waste into a lorry destined for the Viridor landfill site at 
Oxwellmains, Dunbar. It also cleaned the floor by using one of the discarded mattresses as a giant 
sponge. Soon, however, there will be no landfill, as the new Viridor Energy from Waste Facility will 
incinerate all the green bin non-recyclable waste, providing an energy source for the community or 
for an industrial unit nearby.

Little is wasted at Kinwegar. Water collected from the roof is reused so efficiently that the building 
does not need mains drainage. Our cup of tea was made using solar energy. 



Tom is innovative in his approach to household waste collection in East Lothian. The Council 
works in partnership with various private companies to provide waste and recycling collections 
ensuring a cost efficient model of service delivery. The current box system for recycling prevents 
cross-contamination, allowing higher prices to be obtained for plastics, tins and glass. 

Tom checks the markets and sells spot market material* recovered from the waste piles when it 
is most profitable. Wood waste goes to local bio-boilers, while plastics go to produce clothing, 
drainage pipes and drinks bottles. Glass - after being washed, crushed and optically sorted -
feeds Dryden Aqua in Bonnyrigg, who have a revolutionary system for purifying water in less 
developed countries. The garden waste in our brown bins is sold to a local company for 
composting and then sold to households and farmers.

Tetrapacks are still an issue for recycling, as they are very difficult to delaminate. Polystyrene is 
not recyclable at all, so Tom would like to see all electrical goods packaged in cardboard. 

Primary school children who visit Kinwegar are the best ambassadors for encouraging their 
families to adopt good recycling practices. The site also works in partnership with East Lothian 
Works to offer an apprenticeship scheme where youngsters can gain work experience and other 
transferable skills.

The richer we are the more waste we produce. If we recycle efficiently then more waste can be 
sold for profit. 

Dunbar is Scotland’s first Zero Waste Town. In partnership with Waste Services, it has created a 
local scheme to collect children’s clothes and toys to distribute them to families in need. It also 
has a scheme to collect reusable items from Dunbar Recycling Centre and sell them on to 
individuals. 

Continuing education of householders is vital and two employees spend much of their working 
day advising, dealing with niggles and giving out the message to recycle. Tom is thinking of 
recruiting community volunteers to take on this role.

So, we’ll no longer talk rubbish: REDUCE, REUSE, RECYCLE.

More information: 
http://www.eastlothian.gov.uk/info/1054/waste
_and_recycling, https://zerowastetown.org.uk/, 
http://www.recycleforscotland.com/facts-
figures/facts-figures.

*Spot market - a market for financial instruments 
such as commodities and securities which are 
traded immediately or on the spot. Unlike a 
futures markets.



STINGING NETTLES

We all know a few facts about stinging nettles.  The not so good things are that they give a pesky sting 
when we brush against them, and they are nuisance to the gardener with an extensive root system 
that runs rife under our flowerbeds.  More positively, they are larval food for butterflies and moths, 
and they are also very nutritious for us, being rich in vitamins A and C, iron, calcium, potassium and 
manganese.  This means they are an excellent ingredient for us to cook with, and you don’t need to go 
far to find them, even if you live in the town!

INGREDIENTS
• ½ carrier bag of nettles (sporting a pair of Marigolds, only pick the leaves of the young nettle 

plant, when it looks like the photo above.  Nip off the top three pairs of leaves.  You don’t want 
any tough stalks)

• 50g butter
• 2 medium onions, peeled and chopped
• 1 large carrot, peeled and chopped
• 1 leek, washed and chopped, or 2 sticks celery, chopped
• 2 potatoes, peeled and chopped
• 1 large clove of garlic, crushed or chopped
• 1 bay leaf
• 1 litre chicken stock, or make up stock using Marigold vegetable stock powder
• sea salt, pepper, nutmeg
• chopped chives or mixed herbs, double cream or crème fraiche to garnish

Wash the nettles.
Melt the butter in a large saucepan and with the lid on the pan, sweat the onion, carrot, potato, and 
leek/celery with the bay leaf for 10 minutes.  
Add the garlic and cook for a minute before adding the stock.
Bring to the boil and simmer for five minutes.  
If you are satisfied that the vegetables are tender, add the nettles and cook for a further five or ten 
minutes, until the nettles are cooked.
Season with salt, pepper and a good grating of nutmeg.
Puree the soup in a liquidiser and return to a clean saucepan.
When reheating the soup, do not boil it again, and serve with a swirl of cream and a scattering of 
chopped herbs on top.
This soup is delicious served cold, like vichyssoise.  Add some cream once it has cooled down.  Check 
for seasoning, and then chill.

Foraging Foot Forward

By Amanda Graham

This month we start a new column, devoted to making tasty dishes from some of our common wild plants. During March 
stinging nettles should start to spring up all over the place; this is the time to taste them at their best!

The stinging nettle, Urtica dioica, finds its way into all sorts 
of dishes across the world.  The leaves can be dried and 
used as a herbal tea.  In Cornwall the leaves are wrapped 
around Cornish Yarg to create a beautiful cheese.  It is not 
dissimilar to spinach when cooked and can be incorporated 
into fillings for savoury pastries, added to pesto and 
polenta.   Nettles also make a great soup…

https://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http%3A%2F%2Fcdn.in4mnation.com%2Fstinging-nettle-leaves.jpg&imgrefurl=http%3A%2F%2Fhealth.in4mnation.com%2Fstinging-nettle-benefits-dosage-side-effects%2F2%2F&docid=0s_hllwInP3yrM&tbnid=F_fCdjDR8T4VbM%3A&vet=1&w=900&h=600&bih=699&biw=1080&q=stinging%20nettle&ved=0ahUKEwimxpGfhvbRAhXqCsAKHWxzDVwQMwgxKAAwAA&iact=mrc&uact=8


We are proud to announce the observation that our “tame” Robin is a girl. Her mate is in 
charge of our front garden and part of the farm lane. His dawn singing site is the highest 
branch of the tallest ash tree, and thus secures “top bird” status. Another male Robin sings at 
dusk and occupies the twin zone of my back garden+neighbour’s garden. The latter offers a 
sparrowhawk - proof Leylandii, but also sports a large predatory cat, so is clearly less 
desirable. The territorial spats between the two male birds are now rare.

Our female robin continues to appear for handouts of cheese in poor weather, and has 
developed a ticking call to announce that she’s waiting outside the front door. It is somewhat 
baffling, as she can continue to “tick” even when perched on my glove. Otherwise, she is 
mostly discrete in her movements, keeping to dense vegetation and drinking from raindrops 
hung under branches, rather than at the water container used by other garden birds. There is 
(or was before Storm Doris) plenty of natural food available, so the cheese is a probably just a 
bonus. If I pretend to do any gardening she will keep me company, as will our elderly female 
blackbird, which keeps an eye on the robin and can spot a winner. Unable to “tick”, the 
blackbird now “clucks” for cheese at my door, so frankly who could resist?

Robin Diary
by Abbie Marland

She-Robin (above left) and He-Robin (above right). And “Blackie” a 
resident elderly blackbird who is learning a thing or two about 
cheese.

Stop Press! Cheese update: Since the stormy weather associated 
with Doris, cheese demand has increased by 5 times at least.



Brief career: Having resisted following in my 
father’s footsteps into biological research I 
ended up running my own typesetting and 
artwork company in Edinburgh. Sadly Apple 
technology put an end to that industry, so I 
returned to university, then made a nuisance of 
myself at ELC until they gave me a job as a 
seasonal ranger. After five seasons I applied for 
the post of Access Officer where I continue to 
make a nuisance of myself!

Name: Nick Morgan

Job Title: Access Officer

Length of service: 15 years

Who’s who

Favourite place:Malawi. The amazing fish in Lake Malawi, the wonderful scenery and wildlife 
and the friendly people. I have never been to a more relaxing place!

Favourite animal: Has to be the African elephant. As well as being amazing creatures, their 
social structure and how they look after their young is inspiring. I once met one in a swimming 
pool, which was fun!!

Best wildlife experience? The annual round up of the young flamingos in the Camargue 
where my father worked when I was young. They used to be corralled and then ringed before 
they could fly. Very muddy!

Which place would you most like to visit? Borneo, to see the rainforest and amazing 
wildlife. I am not sure if I would survive the heat, but it would be worth the discomfort. Imagine 
seeing orang-utans or proboscis monkeys in the wild and it must be one of the best places in the 
world for butterflies (you knew I had to mention butterflies somewhere!). I would love to see the 
hundreds of spectacular species there including the Rajah Brooke's Birdwing. Google it if you 
don’t know it!

This month we hear from Nick Morgan, one of our Access Officers and East Lothian’s butterfly 
recorder and enthusiast … can you guess what is his favourite animal is?

… so of course I had to Google this birdwing butterfly…

Rajah Brooke's Birdwing is widely distributed in rainforests throughout 
Borneo, Sumatra, Palawan and the central states of West Malaysia. It 
has a wingspan of 15-18cm (somewhat larger than our Scottish 
butterflies then!) Although it can be abundant in some places, the 
populations are quite localised. Sadly the butterflies are killed in vast 
numbers, mainly by children who are paid a pittance for the dead 
specimens by dealers who sell them on to gift shops. 



Photo Story:
Barns Ness sheep have a pre-natal check up!

Photos and information from Liz

Sheepdog Sweep at the ready Sheep are corralled towards the “ultrasound department”

A closer look at what’s going on inside… ….congratulations, it’s twins!

Marking the results with green paint. No paint = 1 lamb; 
1 dab = 2 lambs; 2 dabs = 3 lambs; 1 dab on rear = no lambs

The final tally… does it add up? 



Other events, opportunities and goings-on

Make the Ding Dong Tree European Tree of the Year.

Did you know Prestonpans Primary School’s Ding Dong tree won 
1,023 votes to be named Scotland’s Tree of the Year 2016?  It is 
now competing to be named European Tree of the Year, and you 
can vote for this on the Woodland Trust’s website.

The Ding Dong Tree is a Copper Beech which gets its name from 
a tig game invented by pupils who compete to touch its trunk 
shouting “Ding Dong!” As well as being used for games during 
break times, the tree’s protecting canopy makes it an ideal 
outdoor classroom and it is used in all areas of pupil’s learning 
from art through to science. Beloved by generations of pupils, 
the Ding Dong tree has become central to the life and identity of 
the school.

Have you seen signs of Otters?  A request from Thomas

I will be taking otter sightings any one has. Stuart MacPherson is going to help me map 

them. I propose to look into three main areas: 

• River Tyne/ Belhaven bay, Dunbar 

• Aberlady Bay

• River Esk at Musselburgh.  

If any one wants to either help or be kept informed how we get on, they can email me at 

tom@tbower.plus.com. Thanks.

The Hibernating Heralds project launched by me 
and Mark Cubitt last November has become my 
winter wildlife obsession and resulted in many 
underground adventures in East Lothian and 
beyond in search of Herald moths.  People across 
Scotland have also been out hunting and collectively 
we have recorded about 1500 Heralds from over 
100 locations.  Even more exciting, the much rarer 
Tissue moth which had not previously been 
recorded hibernating in Scotland, has now been 
recorded in 5 Scottish counties!  
Heralds and Tissues should be hibernating in cool 
dark places for a few more weeks yet, so if you have 
a garage, cellar or outbuilding, grab a torch and take 
a look. Let me know what you find!

What do you do when you have 1/3 page to fill?  Talk about your own projects of course!

Hibernating Heralds update - by Katty

Left: a Herald and 
Below: a Tissue

Check out our Facebook page 
@hibernatingheralds



ARE YOU INTERESTED IN THE WEATHER? 

Volunteers are being sought to help record weather statistics in Dunbar.
The Met Office is the United Kingdom’s National Weather Service and is responsible for the provision of climate and 
weather forecasting services in the UK. One of our roles is to gather and collate the National Archive for Climate which 
we hold for use by the people of the UK.

One of the major sources for data that goes into the archive is the voluntary climate observing network. This is a 
network of stations throughout the UK where volunteers manually take daily climate readings and report them to the 
Met Office. The Dunbar station is based just off North Road, near to the tennis courts. It is an easy walk from the town 
centre, or parking is available at the site.  The two current observers have, deservedly, decided to give up their 
duties. Who can blame them after 30 plus years?

We are currently looking for a small band of two or more volunteer observers who would be willing to give some time to 
take these readings on behalf of the Met Office and the District Council for the Dunbar weather station.
The people we are looking for would preferably have an interest in weather, and be able to spare approximately five to 
10 minutes to share in the collection of readings in Dunbar at around 0900 GMT on a daily basis.
Travel to and from the station would be additional to the time to take the readings. One of the sensors is on a tower, so 
an ability to climb stairs is essential. An annual stipend is payable in order to offset any expense incurred in undertaking 
these duties.

Training and full support will be provided. Ideally some people in the group should to be able to use the internet, but if 
you are unable to do this, please do not be put off.  If you are interested or have any questions, please contact Ian 
Dawson from the Met Office on 01576 610545 or via email at ian.dawson@metoffice.gov.uk

If you have any mystery 
photos, or any other ‘fun’ 

quiz-type ideas for this back 
page, please send them in!  

Where in EL?
Last month’s answers: River Esk in Musselburgh and a bench on JMW near Dunbar harbour

The LAST page

Bird Brain?  
Can you identify these 
two birds, snapped by 

Liz near Dunbar.

mailto:ian.dawson@metoffice.gov.uk

