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FOREWORD

It has been said that Britain is a nation obsessed with the weather. Historically, the changing weather has been inextricably linked with our survival – good weather ensures a good harvest, while wild weather can mean devastation. So, we humans have learned to work with the changing seasons; our diet is determined by the animals and crops we rear and harvest, just as their survival depends on the lifecycles and seasonal activities of the wider natural world.

The subject of our seasons has long attracted the attention of TV programme-makers, especially those in the world-famous BBC Natural History Unit based in Bristol, but The Great British Year uses the latest modern technology to give us the deepest insight yet into our national obsession. Cleverly, the production team challenged the conventional approach of four seasons as distinct from one another, and instead showed how nature actually proceeds in a series of subtle changes that occur from day to day, month to month and season to season.

Thus each of the four programmes in this series covers a three-month period of transition: Winter into Spring, Spring into Summer, Summer into Autumn and finally Autumn into Winter. They do so because what is truly fascinating about the seasons is the way that different plants and animals respond in different ways, and at very different times, to subtle but important changes in day length, temperature and weather.

As we journey from the beginning of the year to its end, we watch the survival secrets of wildlife from across Britain. We begin in midwinter, when dormice, hedgehogs and bats are hibernating in dark corners, conserving vital resources while food is hard to find, while outside plants lie dormant, waiting for the return of the sun and its life-giving rays. Many birds leave our shores for warmer climes, while those who stay behind, like ptarmigans, battle the elements in some of our most extreme landscapes in the Scottish Highlands alongside mountain hares and stoats.
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But soon the temperatures rise and the world rouses from its slumber and becomes a scene of great activity. Buds burst, snowdrops and bluebells brighten up our woodlands, animals prepare to breed in extraordinary rituals such as boxing (hares) and lekking (grouse and other birds). Our ponds fill with frogspawn, and if you are lucky you might catch a glimpse of stag beetles on the wing. As spring rolls into summer Britain is bursting with new life; seal pups prepare for life at sea, butterflies fill the air, glow worms light our way at night and the roadsides are a riot of colour. Animal parents expend great energy in these months of plenty feeding their young, while other animals feed in frenzied preparation for leaner times ahead, feasting on juicy berries in the hedgerows or on the dwindling number of insects, while squirrels stash their secret hoards of nuts and seeds.
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Fallow deer have learnt to make the most of what is on offer in winter, munching through a layer of frost to reach the grass beneath.



Autumn brings the clash of antlers amongst rutting deer, while heroic salmon leap up rivers in their marathon homeward journey. But as the year comes full circle and Britain once more falls quiet in winter, when animals have begun to hibernate and birds have migrated to warmer climes, we can mull over the year that has passed and contemplate the year to come. We also welcome our Arctic visitors as these birds fill the empty skies until spring brings the return of much of our wildlife.

This book will reveal these stories, and more, to paint a picture of Britain and its wildlife throughout the year as a whole, in tandem with the accompanying television series. It will also reveal how this fascinating series was made – despite the challenges faced by the production team during the two-year filming period. And for those of you who reach the end of this story inspired by our British wildlife and eager to see it with your own eyes, there is also a directory of 40 key wildlife events, spectacles and species, and a map showing 20 top places to watch wildlife in Britain throughout the four seasons.

Like many Britons, I love all four of our seasons, and enjoy the buzz of excitement we all feel as each shifts into the next, bringing new natural sights and sounds as it does so. The first swallow of spring and the falling leaves of autumn, the buzz of bumblebees on a hot summer’s day and the crunch of snow underfoot in winter are part of what makes us British. So I hope you enjoy what follows: a rollercoaster ride through the four seasons, seen through the eyes of our own, very special wildlife.

STEPHEN MOSS
Somerset, February 2013
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Winter is the toughest season of all for our wildlife. This truly is a time of life or death: in order to survive these bleak months they must either find food to give them energy, sleep through the winter in a state of hibernation, or head far away from our shores. Birds such as geese and starlings gather in huge flocks, creating amazing spectacles, while mammals such as deer and hares are also very visible – a small compensation for the absence of wild flowers and insect life. But even in this chilly season there are plenty of signs of spring – if you know where to look!


December 21 dawns much the same as any other winter’s day: crisp, clear and cold, or dull, dank and dreary – depending on the prevailing weather conditions. But although the weather may change, from place to place and from year to year, one thing remains constant: sometime between 21 December and the early hours of 22 December, Britain passes through the winter solstice. During this time the sun reaches its lowest point in the sky, and so we experience less daylight than at any other time of year, making it the shortest day.


The worst of winter is yet to come, with all the trials and tribulations that frost, snow and ice will bring for human beings, plants and animals alike. Yet with the solstice there also comes a sense of promise, of rebirth, of new life. For, as with the spring and autumn equinoxes, and the summer solstice, the shortest day is a pivotal moment in our seasons. From now onwards, the Earth begins to tilt back towards the Sun. Gradually, inexorably at first, then faster and faster, the days will lengthen.


Yet the temperature – which other than light is the main influence on life on our planet – continues to fall. Across most of Britain, the coldest temperatures, along with the majority of ice and snow, generally arrive during the months of January and February – even sometimes into March.


Imagine you are a plant or animal, about to face the onset of the toughest period in your life. What options will you have over the next three months, as winter takes its icy hold?


The chances are that you have already made the critical choices that will enable you to survive the winter. Fundamentally, whether you are a bird or butterfly, badger or bumblebee, oak tree or orchid, you will have opted for one of three broad options: sleep, feed or flee.


The key to surviving the winter varies enormously depending on what kind of organism you are, your position in the food chain, and your physiological capacity. For example, birds such as warblers, flycatchers, swallows and swifts have the ability to migrate long distances across the globe to find more amenable places where they can spend the winter months. Indeed, they need to do so, for the small insects on which they feed virtually disappear at this time of year. However, terrestrial mammals such as badgers, foxes, voles and shrews do not have the option to migrate, so they must stay put for the winter and face the arduous task of finding enough food to enable them to survive these harsh months.


Although bumblebees can, of course, fly, they are unable to cross large areas of water so they cannot migrate; whereas some species of butterflies can migrate but most find other strategies to survive, such as overwintering as adults, eggs or pupae. Plants have no option but to stay put; but even so, different species pursue very different winter-survival strategies from one another.


Some creatures, such as the hedgehog, the dormouse and various species of bat, choose to hibernate, shutting down their systems for the whole of the winter season. For those wildlife that do not either migrate or hibernate there is only one option: during every waking hour they must take advantage of precious daylight to feed. Life is really quite simple: if they fail to find food, they will die.


None of these options is the ‘right way’ to survive the winter – each has its dangers, and some may work better in certain years than in others, depending on the weather conditions that beset that particular season. Together, they present us with a wonderful array of natural phenomena, which although they may sometimes be harder to detect than at other, less testing, times of year, are nevertheless open to discovery.


Many creatures that were alive and well at the time of the winter solstice will, during the course of the season that follows, die. This may seem cruel, but it is a necessary part of the natural cycle.


For those fortunate few that do make it through this toughest time of year, opportunity beckons. As the days lengthen and eventually the temperature begins to creep up, the first signs of spring slowly start to appear. Catkins, birdsong and early snowdrops all hint at the promise of the season to come. By the spring equinox, the next great seasonal marker towards the end of March, the signs of new life will be everywhere. The onrush of April, May and June – the busiest of all our seasons, as plants and animals enter the race to reproduce – is just around the corner.


For now, as another winter solstice begins to dawn, all this activity seems a very long way off. But tomorrow the sun will begin to rise higher in the sky once again, foreshadowing the New Year to come and all the promise it will bring.
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To hibernate or not to hibernate?



When it comes to surviving the winter, mammals have an inbuilt advantage over many other creatures: a furry coat to keep them warm. So although people often assume that creatures such as squirrels and badgers hibernate during the colder part of the year, in reality they do not.
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Squirrels never hibernate, so you might be lucky enough to see our native red squirrel at this time of year.





In fact, of all our native mammals, only the hedgehog, dormouse and our 18 species of bat actually hibernate. Many other creatures do become less active over winter, surviving on reserves of body fat that they have built up over the summer and autumn, or, in the case of red and grey squirrels, by eating nuts that they dig up from their previously hidden stores. As a result these animals may be harder to see during these months than at other times of year, which leads to the assumption that they are hibernating.


Small mammals such as mice, voles and shrews must find vast amounts of food in winter to keep up their energy levels against the cold. Imagine being a vole and having to feed virtually all day, balancing the expenditure of energy needed to find food with the energy gained from eating it. Snow might seem to be a disaster for this little creature, yet it doesn’t prevent it feeding: a vole simply burrows beneath the surface and makes tunnels down to where it can find food.


Snow and ice bring mixed fortunes for our larger mammals. For badgers, freezing conditions are a problem as these animals mainly feed on earthworms, which can be hard to find if the ground is rock-hard. So they tend to spend long periods underground, surviving on their stored fat reserves and using as little energy as possible; though not actually hibernating.


Otters, too, suffer if their watery habitat freezes over, but they solve the problem by switching their prey from fish to waterbirds such as ducks and moorhens, if necessary, and usually survive adverse conditions very well. Our largest land mammals, deer, feed by browsing the low-hanging leaves on evergreen trees or grass, which is an important part of their diet, but long periods of snow will prevent them feeding on the grass beneath.


Foxes love the snow: these mammals are opportunistic feeders, either scavenging dead birds and other animals or killing anything they find. Cold weather means more creatures die, providing lots of food for the scavenger; it also weakens many birds, so that the fox can easily pick them off. The same is true of one of our rarest and most elusive wild creatures, the Scottish wildcat, which prowls through deep, crisp snow in the Highland glens in search of pheasants and rabbits.





[image: ]



With his brick-red coat, the fox may stand out amongst the winter snows, yet he finds rich pickings at this time of year when many small mammals and birds are struggling to survive because of the cold.





So what of those mammals that do choose to hibernate? Before the cold weather arrives, hedgehogs seek out a safe place to spend the winter, often buried deep inside a logpile where the temperature is fairly constant. Before doing so they feed on high-energy foods that increase their weight and build up their fat reserves, which reduces bodily heat loss and gives the animals a better chance of surviving the plummeting temperatures. The hedgehog will then reduce its metabolic rate, which lowers its body temperature from its usual 35°C (only a little below our own) to just 5–6°C, effectively shutting itself down for the whole season.


If hedgehogs are disturbed during hibernation, or if a period of mild weather during the winter period fools them into thinking spring has come, they may emerge and go off in search of food. This is often fatal, as by then their weight will have dropped below the level needed to survive, and if they cannot find plenty of food – and quickly – they will perish. The lucky ones are those that are discovered by humans and taken into care until the worst of the winter weather has passed.
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Unseasonably mild winter weather can fool hibernating hedgehogs into thinking spring has come early; but if they cannot find enough food they will starve to death.





Dormice follow a similar path: in early autumn they weave a tiny nest out of bark and leaves, either in the leaf-litter on the forest floor or tucked in at the base of a hedgerow. They stay curled up in this hiding place, using their bushy tails to keep themselves warm, for up to seven months – making them the sleepiest of all our wild creatures. Having survived the worst of the winter, dormice then emerge in April or May when the weather is warmer for their brief but very active summer lives.


The mainstay of a bat’s diet is flying insects – in their case, mainly moths, flies and midges – so once the chill winds of autumn begin to blow, and the insects disappear, they are unable to feed. But unlike insect-eating birds (such as swallows and swifts) that can fly to Africa, bats cannot travel long distances; so their only option for surviving our winter is to hibernate. They hide away in roosts: sometimes in caves or the hollows of trees, but often in our buildings – barns, sheds and even the attics of houses. If you do come across bats roosting on your property, make sure you don’t disturb them – it is against the law to do so, as it is potentially fatal for the creatures.


On a fine day in April (or occasionally as early as March if the weather is warm enough), these bats will begin to emerge from hibernation to hunt for insects once again.






The stay-at-home birds’ survival guide


Britain is a nation of bird-lovers. We have become so attached to the robins, tits and blackbirds visiting our bird tables that we often think of them as ‘our’ birds, even though their habit of roving and visiting several gardens during the course of a day means that we do in fact share them with our neighbours.


People often assume that small birds perish in winter because of the cold. In fact the fall in temperature is rarely the direct cause of any creature’s demise; the real reason is that if they are unable to maintain their energy levels through feeding, their weight will drop below that which is necessary for them to survive.


So, many of these creatures really do depend on us for their survival. At this time of year, if these birds do not eat, they will almost certainly die, especially during very cold weather. During the shortest days of winter, a blue tit has only a few hours of daylight in which it must find up to one-third of its body weight in food.


A wide range of species, mainly those that evolved in woodland and farmland habitats, now regularly visit our gardens. Bird tables stocked with seed and peanut feeders hung around the garden – not forgetting the regular supply of fresh water in bird baths for drinking and bathing – offer a lifeline.
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Blue tits may be small, but they always manage to hold their own at bird feeders, ensuring that they get plenty of energy-giving seeds and nuts to help them survive the long, cold winter nights.





Tits, finches, starlings and sparrows are the most regular visitors to hanging feeders, while blackbirds, thrushes, robins and dunnocks forage on the ground beneath. Other visitors may include great spotted and green woodpeckers, and two species of finch; the black, red and yellow goldfinch, and the streaky green and black siskin. For the latter two species, the widespread surge in feeding birds has enabled them to extend their breeding range and increase their numbers.


For these birds, which often struggle to survive, garden feeding means they can now get through even the harshest winter. The Big Freeze of 1962–63 hit long-tailed tits in particular hard because these birds eat tiny insects which were scarce during the very cold weather. As a result, up to 90 per cent of the UK population of long-tailed tits were dead by the following spring. But during the winter of 2009–10, which in some parts of Britain was the coldest since the Big Freeze, many more of these tiny birds survived thanks to their newfound ability to cling onto seed-feeders and consume their contents.


Natural food – in the form of seeds and tiny insects – is of course still available in winter, and many birds, including tits and finches, do forage in the wider countryside. Unlike in the breeding season, when males fend off their rivals and closely guard their mates, these small birds become far more sociable at this time of year, forming tight-knit flocks so they can search for food together. Flocking has two huge advantages over going it alone: first, it gives the birds more opportunity to find food, but it is also the best way to stay safe, as numerous pairs of eyes and ears make it easier to spot danger.


In woodland, the commonest birds to be found are often the tits. These usually include the largest member of the family, the great tit, with its distinctive green and yellow plumage, black head, white cheeks and smart black stripe running down the centre of its breast; and the smaller blue tit, whose blue and yellow plumage is equally distinctive. They may also be joined by the more monochrome coal and marsh tits, which can be told apart by the coal tit’s distinctive white patch on the back of its head.


Other species that often join forces with tit flocks include long-tailed tits, which despite their name are not true tits. These charming little birds are easy to identify, as their plump bodies with long tails sticking out behind give them the appearance of flying lollipops! Our smallest bird, the green and yellow goldcrest, may also accompany these birds, as does the pugnacious nuthatch with his distinctive black ‘bandit mask’ across his face, the tiny, mouse-like treecreeper, and occasionally a much scarcer species, the lesser spotted woodpecker. Only the size of a sparrow, our smallest woodpecker is very easy to overlook as he tags along with the other birds.


In more open countryside, where there are fields and hedgerows, seed-eating birds such as finches, buntings and sparrows gather, foraging on the ground for waste seeds and grains, or perching on plants such as docks or teasels to pick out the seeds. However, in the past few decades industrial farming methods have greatly reduced the amount of seed and grain available: either because stubble fields have been replaced with sterile prairies of winter wheat, or because the wild plants that used to grow around the edges of the fields have been ploughed up in the quest for even greater efficiency of food production.
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Teasles offer a delicious feast for goldfinches, who use their thin, needle-sharp bills to prise the tiny seeds out of these plants.





Until recently, farmland bird species such as the handsome, black-headed reed bunting and the yellowhammer – whose golden-yellow plumage makes it one of our most striking birds – would never have ventured away from their usual habitat and into gardens, but the shortage of food in the wider countryside, combined with its availability in gardens, means they both now regularly do so.


For these resident birds, staying put during the winter, rather than migrating to warmer climes, has advantages and disadvantages. In a mild winter, with plenty of food available, they do well; when there is a prolonged cold snap, or worse still a hard winter with ice and snow for weeks or even months, they do very badly indeed. Of course they have no choice: both as individuals and species they have evolved to stay put, so they no longer have the ability to migrate long distances. Instead, like other non-migratory animals, they have to use every means they can to find food, stay warm and survive until spring.






Winter hide and seek


Insects, reptiles and amphibians also stay put for the winter, and so they too face a real battle in this cold season. They cannot migrate to warmer climes, and unlike many of our resident birds and mammals, they struggle to find food during the unforgiving winter months.


Insects, as well as other invertebrates, such as spiders, woodlice, snails and slugs, tend to hide away in damp places such as rockeries and woodpiles, and there they lie dormant during the winter season. We sometimes come across them: either inside the warmth of our own homes (a favourite place for spiders) or more commonly in our garden sheds, garages and other outbuildings, which are ideal places for these small creatures to hide away from predators, and from the cold.
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A seven-spot ladybird soaks up the sun’s rays in an empty acorn cup in spring, warming up after a winter spent in hibernation.





During the winter you may also come across butterflies, often in the dark corner of a shed or garage. Their wings are closed, they do not move when touched, and so to all intents and purposes they look as if they are dead. But in fact they are in a state of dormancy, which enables them to survive until the warmer spring days arrive and they can fly again in search of nectar from your garden flowers.


Four species of butterfly traditionally overwinter as adults in Britain: the small tortoiseshell, peacock, comma and brimstone – although during the past decade they have been joined by a fifth, the red admiral, which has taken advantage of a run of mild winters to stay put here instead of migrating south. Lately, spells of mild weather in late winter mean that we often see these overwintering butterflies flitting about in March, or even January or February. Unfortunately, if they do emerge this early in the year it is unlikely that they will survive for very long, as a returning cold snap quickly kills off blossom and early flowers, destroying any nectar the insects need to feed on.


Two other groups of animals that hibernate are reptiles and amphibians. We have six species of reptile in Britain: three snakes – the adder, grass snake and smooth snake; and three lizards – the common and sand lizards, and the slow worm. All of these hibernate during the winter, either tucked away in a logpile or compost heap or under foliage on their native heaths.


All our native amphibians – frogs, toads and newts – also hibernate, often in damp areas of our gardens where you may unwittingly discover them while digging up the soil in preparation for the coming spring. Again, if you do disturb any hibernating creatures, it is important that you always put them back where you found them and cover them over so they can continue to rest until the warmer temperatures naturally wake them from their slumber.






Weary winter plants


Plants, of course, cannot migrate, and are generally dormant at this time of year, as temperatures are too low for them to grow. Yet that does not mean that nothing is happening amongst them: our woods and hedgerows may appear quiet and lifeless, but extraordinary biological processes are going on all the while in order to prepare for the year ahead, which involves shutting down all growing and reproductive mechanisms in order to save energy.


By the time winter arrives, many flowering plants have already done all the hard work required to guarantee that they will re-emerge in spring. Annuals – those plants that live for just one growing season and die off each autumn – have ensured continuity of their species by setting seed in a final swansong (see Autumn into Winter). Many perennial plants, such as snowdrops, wild garlic, wild daffodils and bluebells, prepare for dormancy by storing energy underground in their bulbs. Outside the growing season, from autumn onwards, these plants accumulate food reserves in these bulbs, which continue to grow, but as spring approaches the plants switch into their reproductive state and shoots grow upwards from the top of the bulb, pushing through the soil and up towards the light. This change in activity is triggered by rising temperatures and increased day length as winter gives way to spring.


Trees have two very different strategies that they use to survive the winter, depending on the species. Deciduous trees such as oak, ash and beech drop their leaves in autumn to preserve their water content, which would otherwise be lost through their large surface area during a process known as transpiration. Shedding leaves also enables the trees to conserve energy during cold months when they would be unable to grow or produce seeds or fruit. In contrast, evergreen species such as the Scots pine and yew do not shed their leaves, which have evolved to have far less surface area than those of deciduous trees to prevent water loss. These thin, waxy leaves are commonly known as ‘needles’.
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A classic winter scene in the Brecon Beacons in Wales, one of our most scenically beautiful national parks.





As spring approaches, the first signs of life return to our deciduous trees, as initially the buds and then the young leaves begin to appear, signalling that the season of cold is over at last.






Life at the top


Whatever the season, no native landscape can be as hostile and difficult a habitat as the mountaintops of the Scottish Highlands, especially the Cairngorm plateau – the windiest, coldest and toughest place in Britain. It is hard to believe that any living creature could possibly survive here, especially in winter – and yet some can, and do.


These magnificent sites are some of our last truly wild locations: vast plateaux and peaks covered for much of the year in snow, and although there are not many species that choose to live all year round on the high tops, the ones that do stay put are spectacular and exciting in their appearance and behaviour.


Three creatures in particular that live on the mountaintops in winter have a unique and attractive feature in common: they are the only British creatures that turn white in winter. They do so, of course, to camouflage themselves in this snowy environment. The first is the ptarmigan (pronounced with a silent ‘p’, as in ‘tar-mig-en’). The name comes from a Scottish Gaelic word meaning ‘croaker’ and refers to the species’ rasping call. The ptarmigan is unique amongst British birds for its three different plumages during the year: brown in spring to match the heather, grey in autumn to blend in with the lichen-covered, boulder-strewn landscape, and white in winter. This enables the ptarmigan to avoid being spotted by predators, including the sharp-eyed golden eagle. Ptarmigan survive in winter by feeding on berries and plant shoots, and withstand the harsh weather by digging holes in the snow where they hide until the storms are over.


Next are two mammals – stoats and mountain hares – which both turn white in winter, each for very different reasons. Stoats turn completely white apart from the black tip of the tail (and are known as ‘ermine’ – their fur was famously used to adorn the robes of medieval monarchs). By changing colour in winter, the stoats are able to blend in to their surroundings and so sneak up on their prey. The mountain hare also turns virtually completely white to become less visible to its predator: the aforementioned stoat. Thus Nature evens up the chances between these two creatures.
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The mountain hare is one of the toughest of all our wild creatures, surviving through the long winter on the mountainsides of the Cairngorm plateau in the Scottish Highlands. It takes on a pure-white garb in winter to camouflage itself against the snow and protect itself from predators.





The ptarmigan, mountain hare and stoat can all be hard to spot in winter as a result of their excellent camouflage, but another animal is much easier to see: the feral herd of reindeer that lives near the summit of the mountain of Cairngorm itself, in the centre of the Cairngorms National Park.


During and just after the last Ice Age, up until about 8,000 years ago, reindeer were found throughout much of upland Britain, but as the climate warmed up they became extinct. In 1952, a Swedish reindeer herder brought a small herd to the Cairngorms, and during the following decades numbers increased to the current count of about 150 animals.


Although they are not technically wild, and are looked after and given food by herders from the Cairngorm Reindeer Centre, these classic Christmas animals still make a fine sight as they forage for food amongst the snow.


However, the most glorious sight in a clear winter sky is the soaring form of the mighty golden eagle – the true monarch of the mountains. One of our largest and most magnificent birds of prey, with a wingspan of over two metres, it also has two feathered talons with which to seize its quarry, and a heavy bill capable of tearing flesh from bone.


Golden eagles spend the winter roving long distances over their vast upland territory, in search of food. Sometimes they will hunt and kill their prey – red grouse, ptarmigan and mountain hare are their favourite foods – but they will also often simply seek out the corpses of dead animals such as deer. These provide a very easy meal with the minimal expenditure of energy for the bird itself; vitally important at this time of year, because if the eagle uses too much energy hunting in vain, it risks dying of starvation. The eagle’s incredible eyesight – up to ten times more powerful than ours – is a key factor in enabling it to spot a dead or dying creature, or potential prey, from a distance of several miles away.








White Britain


Taken on 7 January 2010, NASA’s Terra satellite photograph (below) shows a snow-covered Britain on a rare, cloud-free day.
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The winter of 2009–10 was particularly severe, with persistent cold northerly and easterly winds which lasted from mid-December through to late January. Events like this are relatively unusual in Britain, a country surrounded by ocean warmed by the North Atlantic Drift which helps keep temperatures milder than those in the rest of Europe. On average the UK gets 33 days of snow or sleet per year – most of which falls on higher ground, particularly in Scotland where many of the animals have adapted to cope with severe conditions.


This male ptarmigan is barely visible as it flies over the snowy ground in its white winter plumage (below).
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Resilient raptors


Of all our birds, one group stands head and shoulders above the others in terms of strength, power and sheer magnificence: our birds of prey – or raptors, as they are often known. From the tiny merlin (our smallest falcon, not much larger than a blackbird) to the white-tailed eagle, whose 2.5-metre wingspan is the largest of any British bird, they deserve their central place in our history and mythology. Eagles, hawks and falcons often appear on coats of arms or as emblems of power (such as the Roman Empire), and the practice of falconry – using a bird of prey to hunt quarry – goes back to medieval times.


For centuries, though, any bird ‘red in tooth and claw’ was regarded by humans as a mortal enemy, especially to gamekeepers, who resorted to trapping, shooting and killing them in order to protect gamebirds such as pheasants and red grouse. Sadly, a handful of landowners and gamekeepers still illegally trap and kill birds of prey, but fortunately this is far less widespread than it used to be.


Once our commonest bird of prey, but now unfortunately in decline, kestrels are known for their habit of hovering above verges, though in winter they tend to hunt from a fixed perch on a fence, pole or telegraph wire, as hovering uses too much of their precious energy reserves.


Sparrowhawks and buzzards are sometimes seen soaring, especially on fine days, while peregrines and merlins hunt over coastal estuaries and freshwater marshes, along with marsh and hen harriers. Winter days may be short, but they are a good time for these birds to hunt, as their prey species such as waders and ducks flock together to find food, so can be found in large numbers.


Of all Britain’s birds of prey success stories, the red kite is the most heartwarming. This elegant raptor, with its brick-red plumage, long wings and deeply forked tail, was driven to the brink of extinction here at the turn of the twentieth century through sustained and deliberate persecution, surviving only in a few remote and wooded valleys in mid-Wales. But since the 1980s, red kites have been reintroduced into parts of central and southern England and Scotland. The results are amazing: within a few years they became one of the commonest, most visible birds in places such as the Chilterns, where they often hunt over the M40. They even visit gardens, swooping down with their acrobatic antics to grab chicken legs and other food put out by householders.
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The beautiful and elegant red kite has been brought back from the brink of extinction in Britain and now is one of the most visible birds in many parts of the country, particularly in the winter months.
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                                 Apache License

                           Version 2.0, January 2004

                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/



   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION



   1. Definitions.



      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,

      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.



      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by

      the copyright owner that is granting the License.



      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all

      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common

      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,

      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the

      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or

      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the

      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.



      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity

      exercising permissions granted by this License.



      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,

      including but not limited to software source code, documentation

      source, and configuration files.



      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical

      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but

      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,

      and conversions to other media types.



      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or

      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a

      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work

      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).



      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object

      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the

      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications

      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes

      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain

      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,

      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.



      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including

      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions

      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally

      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner

      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of

      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"

      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent

      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to

      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,

      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the

      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but

      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise

      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."



      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity

      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and

      subsequently incorporated within the Work.



   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of

      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,

      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable

      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,

      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the

      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.



   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of

      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,

      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable

      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,

      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,

      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable

      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their

      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)

      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You

      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a

      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work

      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct

      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses

      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate

      as of the date such litigation is filed.



   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the

      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without

      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You

      meet the following conditions:



      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or

          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and



      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices

          stating that You changed the files; and



      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works

          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and

          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,

          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of

          the Derivative Works; and



      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its

          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must

          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained

          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not

          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one

          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed

          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or

          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,

          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and

          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents

          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and

          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution

          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside

          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided

          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed

          as modifying the License.



      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and

      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions

      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or

      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,

      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with

      the conditions stated in this License.



   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,

      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work

      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of

      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.

      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify

      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed

      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.



   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade

      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,

      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the

      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.



   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or

      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each

      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,

      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or

      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions

      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A

      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the

      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any

      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.



   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,

      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,

      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly

      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be

      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,

      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a

      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the

      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,

      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all

      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor

      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.



   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing

      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,

      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,

      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this

      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only

      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf

      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,

      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability

      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason

      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.



   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS



   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.



      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following

      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"

      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include

      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate

      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a

      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the

      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier

      identification within third-party archives.



   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]



   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");

   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.

   You may obtain a copy of the License at



       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0



   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software

   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,

   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.

   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and

   limitations under the License.
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