
It’s been another busy month for volunteers!  Still plenty of hard-core physical tasks to be done 
(such as path improvements at Aberlady, making steps in Elphinstone) as well as the start of 
some of our wildlife monitoring projects (Eiders and Bumblebees). Our volunteer 
workshops/training also got underway so some of us now know how to drive a great dane or 
save a life with outdoor first aid.  
Now onto May. The big event for the Countryside team this month is the Big Nature Festival at 
Levenhall.  If you can help at the event, Duncan would love to hear from you (thank you to 
everybody who has already offered), but even if you can’t help, come along and say hi; there is 
lots to see and East Lothian Council’s marquee will (of course) be fantastic!
Thank you to everyone who has contributed to this newsletter – each month I have less input, 
which is exactly as it should be. 

Best boot forward
Newsletter for East Lothian Council Conservation Volunteers

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

May 2016

BEST BOOT FORWARD FEEDBACK?
This is the fourth issue of “Best Boot Forward” and it would be lovely to hear your thoughts and 
comments.  Do you read it? (guess you must be a bit to being seeing this)  Which parts do you 
enjoy most?  Would you like to see more of something?  Less of something?  Any new ideas?  
Thank you for all contributions, comments and suggestions received so far, but do keep them 

coming (positive and negative) so that this newsletter can be an as interesting and relevant read as 
possible.  Suggestions for future workshops and training sessions also welcome. 

ELC Conservation Volunteer tasks planned for May:
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.

Aberlady - John; jharrison@eastlothian.gov.uk
Weds 4th (buckthorn bash) & Sun 15th May (beach clean)
Yellowcraig – Dave; dwild@eastlothian.gov.uk
Thurs 5th May – (Pirri Pirri) 
Path Wardens team task-Duncan; dpriddle@eastlothian.gov.uk
Thurs 19th May – (BNF prep at Levenhall)
North Berwick –Sam; sranscombe@eastlothian.gov.uk
Tues 31st May 
Levenhall - Nick; naitken1@eastlothian.gov.uk
Sunday 15th (Families Group) & Tues 31st May (wader scrapes)
Dunbar – Tara/Brian; dcv@eastlothian.gov.uk
Weds 25th MayMen on a mission – we counted 4 out….
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Volunteers in action once again.  This month a few of the tasks have a mini-report to accompany 
the pictures – see following pages.  Similar articles and pictures always welcome.

Volunteer activity 

Clearing the Glen burn in North Berwick

Helping create a wildflower meadow in DirletonPutting up bollards at Barns Ness

Litter picking near Archerfield

Path work at Aberlady

Ragwort removal at North Berwick Law Preparing for a tea break at Aberlady
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Erecting the Tern Fence at John Muir Country Park 
(words and pictures by Liz Curtis)

Volunteer activity (…continued) 

On Saturday 9th April, a group of 14 volunteers and three rangers 
(Bobby, Tara and Brian) went out to John Muir Country Park to erect a 
fence across the tip of Spike Island.
The fence goes up every spring, and its purpose is to deter people, dogs 
and horses from disturbing terns while they are breeding. These birds 
are summer visitors and lay their eggs on the ground.
Tara explains: 'As some terns are a Schedule One species we are legally 
bound to protect their nesting area “
The fence consists of plastic posts linked by twisted string, with warning 
notices at intervals. Where the fence runs across the beach into the sea, 
bright green plastic bottles - retrieved from roadside verges - have been 
attached to the string, to make sure that walkers and horse-riders can 
see the fence. The fence will be taken down in late August early 
September
Tara said: 'The weather was beautiful and we had plenty of volunteers, 
so we finished the task more quickly than expected. It was a very 
successful and enjoyable day.'



Since then they have continued to improve 
the drainage and they have planted daffodils 
in clumps along the path. Each time I have 
visited the path I have met someone there 
snipping back the hedge or doing something 
to improve the path. The residents value the 
path as it now forms part of a circular walk 
and it is great to see that they have adopted 
it and are putting so much effort into looking 
after it. They are now planning to put a 
bench at the top of the path!

Monksmuir to Pencraig Path is looking good!
Nick Morgan, one of our Access officers has shared this story about a path in Monksmuir.  
Following initial work by the council tat the end of last year, the path continues to be maintained 
and improved by local residents. Great to see community initiative and ownership in action.

Last November East Lothian Council completed the upgrade of a core path from Monksmuir to 
Pencraig. This was an old over-grown track that was also very wet. We built a 1.5 metre wide 
whindust path along this route, leaving a grassy margin at the side in case horse riders would 
prefer to use the soft grass margin. This path has proved to be very popular with the people 
who live in the retirement village at Monksmuir and they noticed that there were a few places 
where water was running onto the new path. I dug some ditches along the side of the path, but 
a few weeks later I received a phone call from one of the residents to let me know that he and 
a friend had put in a pipe under the path to take the water away. 

This month volunteer Path Wardens did some 
work on the steps at Elphinstone leading onto 
the Pencaitland Railway Walk. We replaced 
some of the wooden uprights and dug out the 
weeds that had overgrown many of the steps. 
We then lugged whindust up the steps to re-
surface them all. I am very grateful for all of the 
hard work that Joyce, John, Rod and Morag put 
in. It was a lot of hard work on a surprisingly 
warm day. The steps look so much better for it 
all. The path leading to Elphinstone and the 
Railway Walk have recently been resurfaced 
using Ulti-trec, so the steps were looking a little 
scruffy until this work was done.

PATH WARDEN TEAM TASK - Fixing steps at Elphinstone
by Nick Morgan

Looking at it won’t get it done Nick!



Strimmers, great danes, asbestos and bees
A summary of reports from workshops that took place in April.  Thanks to Thomas Bower (tools) and  

Andrew Stevenson (bees & asbestos) for writing these.  The full reports will be sent out by email separately. 

Tools training, 6th April at Yellowcraig
Today went really well. First of all Duncan talked a little bit about strimmers next we had 
Tea/Coffee and biscuits and then tried on the strimming harnesses and helmets. Bobby showed 
us how to put the cord into the strimmers and how to start the strimmer, which we all had a go 
at.  Then we strimmed around the container and behind toilet block.  Next was lunch.  Then 
Duncan, Gus and Ali showed us about the great Danes, plus how to start them, before letting 
us have a go. Great thanks goes to Ali/Gus/Bobby and of course Duncan.

Bumblebees Training Course 
18th April 2016 North Berwick

Helen Dickinson from the Bumblebee Conservation Trust 
(BBCT) came along to North Berwick to tell us more about 
bumble bees.
The morning session was based indoors with an 
introduction to bumblebees, some easily-mistaken 
‘wanna-bees’ and an overview of how to distinguish some 
of our more common species from one another. After 
lunch, we went to Lodge grounds to look for bumblebees.  
Twenty of us creeping around the shrubbery armed with 
pots and nets must be an unusual sight but we were 
rewarded with three different species (red-tailed, early 
and buff-tailed queens).  An interesting day and a good 
start to the bee season.  A full report by Andy Stevenson, 
with lots of information about bumble bees will be sent 
out separately.

Asbestos Awareness, 13th April in Haddington
Mark Hinchliffe a Health & Safety Officer from 
Midlothian Council ran the course for members 
of the ELC Countryside Team and Conservation 
Volunteers. For more information about 
asbestos take a look at Andy’s excellent report, 
sent in a separate email.
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TRAINING AND WORKSHOPS FOR VOLUNTEERS IN MAY – contact (kbaird@eastlothianmail.net) 
DAWN CHORUS, 3rd May 5am  - Still a couple of spaces available for anyone who likes an early start and 
wants to learn a bit about birds and their songs. Amisfield or Gosford. 
SEABIRDS OF THE FORTH 10th May 3pm, North Berwick– talk by John Hunt (from SOS puffin) .  Fully booked, 
but contact me if interested to be put on a reserve list (and let me know if you can no longer make it so your 
space can be given to somebody else).

STOP PRESS! News just in… 1st AID COURSE today was EXCELLENT! Thanks to Martyn Pegg for teaching us



Dark-edged Bee-fly (Bombylius major)
This bumble bee-mimic is most noticeable at this time of year, 
hovering over flowers using its long proboscis ('tongue') to 
feed on nectar. Despite this lance-like tongue, bee-flies are 
harmless to humans and neither bite nor sting.  However, they 
are not as cute as they look, laying their eggs in the nests of 
solitary mining bees and ultimately killing their host’s larva. 

May Wildlife Watch
Not everybody’s favourite animals, but this month some information about spiders and flies that are 

likely to be seen at this time of year. As the weather gets warmer (it will!) a huge diversity of 
invertebrate life can be uncovered without travelling far. A perfect excuse for a rummage in the 

undergrowth or to sit in the sun by a patch of flowers.

St Mark’s fly (Bibio marci)
A black fly which gets its name because they usually 
start to be seen around St Mark’s day (25th April). The 
adults feed on nectar and are considered important 
pollinators for fruit trees and other plants.

They often congregate in swarms, flying slowly up and down, with dangling back legs. These 
are mostly males, trying to attract females. Interestingly, the male’s eyes are divided by a 
groove and have separate connections to the brain. This allows the males to use the upper 
eye part to look out for females and the lower part to monitor their position in relation to the 
ground allowing them to hover in the same position.
No embarrassing stumbles whilst trying to impress the ladies for these guys! 

First the female bee-fly coats her eggs with dust or sand. She then hovers over the 
nest burrows of solitary bees, flicking her eggs into them. As well as providing 
camouflage, the added weight from the sand or dust may make it easier to flick 
the tiny eggs through the air into the burrows. The bee-fly's larva hatches, crawls 
further into the bee burrow and waits for the bee's own larva to grow to almost 
full-size, before attacking it, feeding on its body fluids and eventually killing it.

mum with young on back

St Mark’s fly at North 
Berwick Law

Dark edged bee fly at Levenhall

Rustic wolf spider at Levenhall

Wolf Spiders:  There are more than 20 species of wolf spider in the UK, and they are commonly 
seen scurrying across the ground on sunny days. They are generally brownish in colour but often have 
distinct and beautiful markings.  They don’t spin webs to catch prey, but instead ambush and pounce 
on other small invertebrates.  Catch one if you can/dare and look at the face with a hand lens.  The 
arrangement of their eight eyes (a line of 4 small at the front and 2 pairs of larger ones further back) 
is diagnostic of this group of spiders.   Females carry their pale coloured egg sac attached to the end 
of their abdomen and tend to it regularly.  When the young spiders hatch out, they climb onto mum’s 
back and are carried by her for a week or two before becoming fully independent.

Dark edged bee fly showing off long tongue
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Brief career: I did my undergraduate degree in Biology and Marine biology at Portsmouth. I picked this 
course as I got to go to Rhode Island in America for a year, what better reason! After University I worked 
for a few years at the Joint Nature Conservation Committee as an assistant marine biologist, international 
designations and also a biodiversity officer (I liked it there!).
But I soon got bored of too much office time and took some time out to go travelling, picking up some 
Marine Biology work, working in northern Alberta in Canada on fat head minnows and generally any 
wildlife work I could get along the way (including the obligatory bar work as well Conservation doesn’t pay!
After travelling I did a MSc in Marine Resource Development and Protection at Heriot Watt which lead to 
my first seasonal ranger post in 2002! 

Favourite place: A tricky one............I think it has to be Nepal a stunning place with the kindest happiest 
people I have ever met. But in general anywhere hot: I don’t do cold (yes I am aware I’m a ranger in 
Scotland )

Favourite wildlife: Anything that doesn’t want to bite me or suck my blood: not a fan of ticks and 
leeches. I think my favourite animal though has to be the giraffe. I grew up in South Africa and vividly 
remember the first time I saw a giraffe it made me smile as it was just so silly looking but beautiful at the 
same time!  I think we should get genetically modified giraffes to work on our sea buckthorn problem – not 
a lot of support for that!

Name: Tara Sykes

Job Title: Countryside Ranger, John Muir Country 
Park

Length of service: 11 years permanently (with a 
year contract and two summer seasons!)

What do you do? Happily a lot of different things 
everyday is different! Ranging from conservation tasks, 
education, working with volunteers, monitoring wild life 
and fixing stuff! Over winter there have been a few seal 
rescues which is always a fun challenge - They have a 
very bitey end when they are angry!

Who’s who
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Buckthorn-munching GM giraffes.  Unlikely to 
catch on, but if it does just remember Tara 
thought of it first!

Best East Lothian wildlife experience: 
Sunrises in the winter months when I have to 
be out very early monitoring the wildfowling 
and no one else is about. You see so much: I’m 
often lucky to see otters, badgers and barn 
owls at these times, never get tired of seeing 
them!

What animal would you most like to 
see? Snow leopard – sadly I don’t think it will 
ever happen and I fear they may become 
extinct in our lifetime 

Which place do you most want to 
visit? Patagonia



Volunteering opportunities

Big Nature Festival

Thanks to everybody who has already offered to help with this – it looks set to be another 
weekend of fun!  If anyone else is able to help with the setting up the marquee (19th & 20th

May) manning the displays (21st & 22nd) and taking down afterwards (23rd). Please get in touch 
with Duncan dpriddle@eastlothian.gov.uk.  Volunteers helping over the weekend get a free 
pass and some lunch. All offers welcome – you aren’t expected to help every day!  

Beach clean 
Saturday 7 May 10:30 – 12:30 East Beach, North Berwick 

Meet at the boating pond  
Join North Berwick in Bloom, East Lothian Countryside 

Ranger Service and the Seabird Centre, and help us turn 
the tide on litter.  

Litter pickers and bags will be provided – please dress in appropriate clothing.   Free entry to the 
Discovery Centre for those who join in. (T&Cs apply)  
For further info, please ask at the Admissions Desk at the Scottish Seabird Centre or call 01620 890202. 

The Great Crested Newt Detectives 
This is a new project in Scotland with Amphibian and Reptile Conservation. They are seeking 
volunteers to sign up to collect a water sample from a pond in Scotland for environmental DNA 
(eDNA) analysis. If you are interested, please email pete.minting@arc-trust.org. 

It is now possible to test ponds for the presence of great crested newts by 
eDNA sampling ('traditional' methods such as torching and netting are then 
necessary to confirm breeding activity and assess the size of populations). 

Advanced warning? of workshops/events for volunteers
There are a few things still to finalise, but here is the current programme of volunteer events 
that have been arranged.  Full details will be distributed nearer the time.

8th June (tbc) Spider safari tbc Katty

25th June Picnic with ponies Traprain Law Juliet Rogers

Beginning July Wildflower wander tbc Stuart McP

11th July (tbc) tbc Yellowcraig Dave

2nd August Dragonfly identification Aberlady British Dragonfly Soc

22nd August Rock pools Longniddry Roger / Nick A

5th Sept Birds Levenhall Nick A

1st October VOLLY JOLLY tbc Duncan

11th October Guided walk L’niddry railway walk Jen
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Just for fun?

A G N U T A T I S K I B J Z T
E E K N Z K Z X O B L G F H D
P L G R D O I B R G N T O M I
J B A V H B S O X U N M M Y K
N A R X Q E V D S T P O E F D
K S J R L T B B V S V G B N I
D C A B T N H U O J I C F U K
K R U X U O H N C M D N A L E
N D A B F B G E P K E C P J Q
T P X Z R A H A N R E I Y D U
Q S T H Z E L N L W L K B B R
F Z R E T A T G E R E N U K W
T N L R O A N A X U N T Z D Q
Z L U S P F I T W B N K P N U
E G B J I K O Q M M C U T X P

DIKDIK
GNU
ORBI
SABLE
TOPI
THOMPSON GAZELLE

BONGO
ELAND
IMPALA
RHEBUCK
SITATUNGA

GERENUK
KUDU
ROAN
BONTEBOK
WATERBUCK

Male deer have antlers which they shed and grow 
every year while antelopes have horns that are 
permanent. And, apparently, deer antlers are 
branched but antelope horns are not.

Do you know your 
antelope from your deer?

In the Scotland we have four different species of 
deer.  Two are native (Red deer and Roe deer) and 
two are introduced (Fallow deer and Sika deer).  
The deer you are most likely to come across in 
East Lothian are Roe deer.

Thanks to Thomas B for sending in this word 
search on African antelope. 

Where in EL? 
Some pictures taken whilst out and about in 
East Lothian.  Where are they?  Answers in 

the next issue of BBF. Similar contributions for 
future issues welcome.


