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CRITTERS

In June, much wildlife will be looking after or about to have young. As a result, these
creatures may be harder to see because they are keeping a low profile to protect their young,
and because they are hidden amid all the plant gowth and tree foliage. There is still plenty
going on, though!

An obvious feature of midsummer is the abundanceofOrange soldier beetles and
scarlet and black cardinal beetles can be found along hedgerows or in gassy fields in large
numbers. One beetle that is only found locally and is nationally rare now is the biggest of all,
the Stag Beetle. This is really big, and the males (with the antlers) fly about low and around
treetops on June evenings. They are dramatic to look at but they are completely harmless.
Their larvae live in and eat rotting wood and (because this isnot the most nutritious of diets)
take years to become adults. This slow growth, and the fact that decaying wood such as tree
stumps is scarce nowadays means that they are in trouble in terms ofnumbers. Forest, garden
or park management that allows some wood to be left to decay, and trees to rot down when
they fall in the forest, helps not just this species but very many others, from fimgi to _
woodpeckers, and this is one reason why pristinely tidy, over-managed green spaces
sometimes seem to be lacking in wildlife. Bizarrely, one region where Stag Beetles still
survive in reasonable numbers is south-east London, and this is probably because plenty of
old trees survive in parkland and gardens, and there are lots of old wooden fences which do as
beetle food. _
Although bird migration is much reduced this month, Swifts and Turtle Doves still arrive in
the first half of the month. Swifts are all-dark birds with scythe-shaped silhouettes that nest in
buildings, and they usually only land in order to nest; By mid-August most of them will have
lefi to return to Africa. Turtle Doves are shy and are mainly seen in woodland or farmland
edge, and are in decline nationally, perhaps because of environmentally harmful agricultural
practices. This decline should be taken seriously: one bird that Britain lost as a breeding
species, which used to return around early June to nest, is the Red-backed Shrike. This is a
real pity, ‘cos it is" a good-looking creature. These birds used to be found widely across
southern England in open and semi-open terrain (where they’re still found in northern and
eastern Europe), but (presumably) the familiar factors ofhabitat loss, changing agicultural
techniques such as more pesticides, fewer weeds and hedges, and human persecution
combined to wipe them out by around 1990. Some individuals do tum up each spring, with
more in the autumn, but these are few and far between. These few soon move on and rarely
nest, and Britain was always on the periphery of their range anyway. Many open-country
species remain, though, and can be heard singing and seen feeding their noisy young, which
turn up everywhere when they’ve just fledged. A lot of these fledglings can look lost, but as a
general rule they are best left alone and not “rescued” as the parents will return to feed them
when there are no people aroimd.

By late June, bird migation can be largely replaced by insect migation, and this is especially
obvious with moths and butterflies. Hummingbird Hawk Moths look like little '
hummingbirds as they hover to feed from flowers and these may have flown quite a distance
from the Mediterranean area. Greyish moths with a silver y-shaped mark on their wings
(called, unsurprisingly, Silver Y moths) can arrive in large numbers every few years from the
same origins, and can often be seen, like the above species, in the daytime. Other travellers
include Painted Lady butterflies (pale orange with black and white wingtips) and Clouded
Yellows (golden yellow with black wing borders), which can be seen all over the place in
some years and hardly anywhere in others (although they are found along the south coast
pretty much every year). Manyresident butterflies should be obvious anyway, anywhere
where land has been developed or managed sympathetically, or left alone. '
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