



[image: ]






[image: image]







[image: image]


BEAULIEU HEIGHTS; SPECKLED WOOD BUTTERFLY; REEDBED MANAGEMENT







[image: image]


CYCLISTS AT ONE TREE HILL; SYDENHAM HILL WOOD; KEEPING IT WILD TRAINEES.







[image: image]


PEREGRINE FALCON; WOODBERRY WETLANDS, HARBOUR SEAL







[image: image]


SOUTHWELL ROAD; CHARLIE, A TRAINEE; WELSH HARP (BRENT) RESERVOIR








CONTENTS


Foreword by Chris Packham


Introduction


The River Thames: London’s largest open space


Wild nightlife & urban wildlife: London’s wild nightlife


Created spaces: Ecology parks, nature reserves, city farms & community gardens


The glory of parks: Where nature rules


London’s heathlands: A unique landscape


Autumn in London’s woodlands: Welcome to the ‘wood wide web’


Wetlands & reservoirs: A visit on a winter’s morning


London’s grasslands: A summer’s day in a meadow


Top 10 hidden gems


The future of conservation: a young Londoner’s view


How-to guides





Contributors


References & resources


Picture credits


Acknowledgements




How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.
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You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Foreword by


CHRIS PACKHAM
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It’s easy to think that ‘London’ and ‘nature’ don’t go together. We often think of London as a place of noise and pollution, a harsh urban environment that’s been created for people and has pushed wildlife away.


In previous years we rushed through the city, focused on our destination, wrapped up in our thoughts. But in 2020 life took a strange turn and London became unusually silent and still. With many aspects of life curtailed, lots of us started to spend more time in our local areas, with daily walks in our parks and commons becoming our main pastime.


Many Londoners discovered their local nature and green spaces and found that the city’s seemingly urban sprawl is teeming with wildlife ready to be discovered and enjoyed.


London in the Wild is a timely opportunity to get out and explore all the wild spaces and natural places that exist alongside you – both on your doorstep and on the other side of the river.


In 2020 London’s nature and wildlife provided solace and peace for so many at a time when we desperately needed it. We must not forget that nature needs our support, too. Wild spaces in urban environments are as uniquely vulnerable as they are precious. Many people and organisations, including London Wildlife Trust, have been working behind the scenes for years to make sure that the parks and green spaces we’ve all been enjoying are protected and can flourish in the future.


I invite you to explore and discover nature in our city and I hope that you feel inspired to protect London’s nature for the future.





INTRODUCTION


BY MATHEW FRITH, DIRECTOR OF RESEARCH AND POLICY AT LONDON WILDLIFE TRUST


In May 1981 London Wildlife Trust’s founders set out the Primrose Hill Declaration, a manifesto and clarion call to gain support for their work. It set out a vision for a greener, more environmentally sensitive and more inclusive London.


Rooted in the actions taken by people in Victorian times to protect some of London’s great landscapes from being built on, and prevent wildlife being persecuted, it placed the embryonic Trust in that framework – a collectivist, grassroots approach to putting nature back in the heart of the city. Its language may have become dated since then, but the overall objectives that the Declaration calls for are as relevant today as ever.


We are all trustees of London’s heritage. We recognise that what has already been achieved in conserving and enhancing the environment has been by dint of local group and community effort and organisation. We are aware that these initiatives have followed from the well springs of social concern that established the fundamental right to clean air, pure water and good housing. To these, we can now add the right to share our environment with nature and wildlife.


A century ago London people pioneered the use of common land for public amenity at Epping Forest and Wimbledon common: now is the time for conservationists to take up the common ground throughout London. In the inner city and around the suburbs, our natural heritage is still enclosed within corrugated iron, despoiled or locked behind chain-link fencing. This has been the expropriation of London’s natural heritage by industry, development, greed, waste and misconception.


Conservation will liberate this heritage for everyone to enjoy. Through a renaissance of care for environment, London’s countryside can be recovered; nature and wildlife will reclaim yet the smallest open space on street or window ledges.




WE, THE LONDON WILDLIFE TRUST, THEREFORE AFFIRM THE RIGHTS OF LONDON’S PEOPLE TO:


◆ clean air


◆ unpolluted water


◆ the integrity of our ecological world for our children and theirs


◆ ample open space as in the best of the countryside


◆ live and plan in harmony with wildlife


◆ determine the reasonable use of our land and resources





Today the Trust is a driving force for nature conservation. We strive to protect London’s wildlife and enhance the habitats on which it depends. We take action every day to help it flourish through practical conservation; we engage, inspire and enable people to connect with nature, and through campaigns, collaboration and advice we help give wildlife a stake in London. We can’t do this without our members, volunteers, supporters and partners, who help us to make sure London is wilder, now and for the future.


London in the Wild gives an overview of the diversity of wild animals, plants and fungi found in the city. It draws on the expertise of many voices, some of whom work for us, and others who work alongside us; all dedicate their time to London’s nature and we value their collective insight. Readers will discover more about some of London’s most important habitats from the River Thames to ancient forests and chalk grasslands. There are descriptions of hidden corners, some history and thoughts for the future, as well as tips to help wildlife. The book doesn’t pretend to cover all of the species and wild places of London; we aim to present a flavour of London’s wild, and exhibit the passion of those working to champion it. As such some of the sites and wildlife featured reflect the choices of the contributors.


If you’re new to discovering wildlife in London you’ll quickly find that nature can surprise us, but you do need to get your eye in; ‘look up’ for birds and trees, ‘look down’ for street flowers, beetles and bugs. Little of the city is rolling green countryside, but there’s always something special about nature finding a foot amongst the bricks and mortar. We hope that this book helps readers to discover the nature on their doorsteps. In turn, we look forward to a new generation joining us to protect nature’s place in the city, and make London’s future a place where the amazing diversity of wildlife we share our city with is rightly cherished.




[image: image]






LONDON’S LARGEST OPEN SPACE


The River Thames is the UK’s most iconic river. The tidal portion flows 153km (95 miles) from Teddington, west London, and joins the North Sea at an invisible boundary running between Shoeburyness, in Essex, and Sheerness, in Kent. Known as the Port of London, the tidal Thames was once the largest port in the world and today is still one of the UK’s biggest. Our local patch of the global ocean, the Thames, built the city of London we know today through access to international trade.


The tidal River Thames is London’s largest open space, a playground for walkers, water sports enthusiasts and tourists. Some of the UK’s most important heritage destinations are found on its banks, along with tranquil spots offering astonishing peace and quiet. Although millions of people visit the Thames every year to see the sights and experience the river, most don’t realise that the Thames is a wildlife superhighway. With 125 species of fish, as well as shellfish, seals, dolphins, porpoises and birds, it is one of the UK’s most biodiverse places, attracting both resident wildlife and visiting wildlife migrating from one part of the ocean to another.


What lies unseen beneath the water remains a mystery to many. Here we will bring this underwater wonderland to life with tales of the unexpected, weird and wonderful creatures you can see almost every day if you just know where to look.






THE TIDAL THAMES
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A bird’s eye view of Greater London and the surrounding areas would reveal that the land forms a very large bowl, with London and the Thames at the bottom of it. This is known as a river basin, and all the water flowing down each of the rivers of London, including the Thames above Teddington, flows into the tidal Thames at the bottom, and this flows on into the global ocean. It is one huge, interconnected system circulating fresh and marine water that supports a wealth of wildlife throughout.


The tidal Thames is an estuary, which essentially is the sea reaching up into the landscape twice a day on a tidal cycle. Like the tide on a beach, it has a high tide and a low tide each day and is subject to monthly cycles where the tidal range grows and shrinks. These very high and very low tides (in other words, those with the greatest range) are known as spring tides, while very small high and low tides (with the smallest range) are called neap tides.


As the tide flows in and ebbs out, it lifts the sediment off the riverbed and mixes it in the water, giving the river its signature brown colour. This is often misunderstood as a sign that it is dirty, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. The mixing of sediment and water releases nutrients and tiny animals such as zooplankton and invertebrates into the water, making the river an extremely nutritious feeding ground. Its murkiness provides excellent cover for fish hiding from predators in the air and underwater, and the tidal energy allows fish and marine mammals to ride the tide, surfing up and down as needed.


What you will find where depends on the daily tidal cycle, the speed of the water flow, how much salt is in the water and the availability of access to areas where wildlife can shelter, feed and breed. These factors vary according to season and rainfall, but there are characteristic wildlife found throughout the tidal Thames and some that are only found in specific areas. Let’s start at the top of the tidal Thames, at Teddington, and follow the tide out to the ocean.






Teddington to Putney


The upper reaches of the tidal Thames, from Teddington to Putney, are almost entirely freshwater with just a very small amount of salt from the sea. The water from the upstream Thames and rivers flows into the estuary, mixing with the seawater flowing in on the tide.


The plant and animal species within this stretch of the river are a reflection of the various habitats and the dominance of freshwater. Here, the river is a leafy, open stretch meandering through a landscape lined with wet woodlands. Islets are dotted throughout (aits and eyots – Old English for ‘small islands’). The riverside, including the Thames Path, is designed to flood on a high tide, with sections of the floodplain reconnected to the river through inlets and back channels. The largest stretch of natural riverbank within the tidal Thames between Teddington and Dartford is at Syon Park. There are plenty of places along the river where wildlife can feed and shelter. Freshwater shrimps and snails provide a valuable food source for fish such as dace and roach, barbel, bream, carp and pike, and for summer visitors migrating upstream such as flounder, smelt and goby. The gravelly foreshore is perfect for freshwater mussels and is an important habitat for common smelt (a fish) to lay their eggs. Overhanging vegetation, backwaters and islands provide nesting and roosting sites for kingfisher, great crested grebe, moorhen, coot, mallard and heron. In the winter this stretch is important for tufted duck and teal. The leafy riverside is also a feeding ground for bats.
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Chelsea to Gravesend


In the vicinity of Chelsea, the Thames starts to change, with the sloping riverbanks giving way to vertical river walls colonised by red and green algae. This section of the tidal Thames is placed under considerable stress from both the rise and fall of the tide and the changing proportions of fresh and saltwater. Along this stretch the water gets increasingly salty as it gets closer to the ocean. This is the most urban and industrial part of the river – the water flows very fast and there is little habitat at the edges for wildlife to rest or feed. Not much stays here, because of the turbulent water and slippery vertical walls. Instead, it can be imagined as the motorway of the Thames, with wildlife passing through en route from one end to the other.


To mimic nature, terraces, known as Estuary Edges, have been built into the river walls, creating stepping stones of habitat for wildlife. Examples can be found at the top of this middle section at Wandsworth Riverside Quarter and at Battersea Reach. They don’t occur again until the Greenwich Peninsula Terraces North East and North West (see River-hugging created spaces), mainly because there is no space available for building such sites through the central section.


The river starts to widen out below Tower Bridge, and old redundant structures such as disused jetties and piers dot the river edges. These structures play an important role in providing high tide resting places and nest sites for birds such as common tern.


From around Deptford, tidal creeks and tidal sections of rivers such as the Lea, Barking Creek and Darent play an increasingly important role for fish. They have more areas of habitat, such as reedbeds at the river edges, and are excellent areas to shelter and feed. Estuary Edges sites also begin to become more frequent and provide shelter for baby fish on a flooding tide. These vegetated terraces are also good foraging sites for bees and land mammals such as bank voles. From around Erith onwards, the riverside habitat starts to become more natural, with areas of saltmarsh and grazing marsh, and the foreshore becomes predominantly muddy, which is perfect for marine worms – the main food source for overwintering wildfowl and waders.
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Gravesend to the North Sea


From Gravesend downstream to the tidal end at the North Sea, the river becomes fully marine, in terms of both salt content and riverside habitats, and looks much more like a coastal environment. The river channel gets ever wider, and habitats along the edges include saltmarsh, reedbeds and mudflats, shell and shingle banks and saline lagoons. Saltmarsh and the large expanses of intertidal and subtidal mud provide rich feeding grounds for birds such as oystercatcher, dunlin, shelduck, teal and wigeon. The saltmarshes are important breeding and nursery grounds for fish such as Dover sole, flounder, sea bass and mullet feeding the commercial fish stocks of the North Sea. Many other species of fish can be found in this stretch, including flounder, goby, herring, plaice, pouting, sea lamprey, shad, smelt, sole, sprat, trout and whiting. The intertidal areas (which are covered at high tide and uncovered at low tide) and subtidal areas (which are shallow but always underwater) are also rich shellfish grounds, with cockles, whelks and oysters providing an important commercial fishery and bird feeding ground.


The river’s body of water itself is home to moon jellyfish and comb jellyfish, planktons, such as diatoms, copepods and amphipods. Invertebrates found here include brown shrimp and opossum shrimp, prawns, marine worms and shore crabs.
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THE RIVER’S MIGRATORY ANIMALS


There are a few animals that need both freshwater and marine conditions at different stages of their lives, and they need to move from one end of the river to the other. Additionally, there are species that can tolerate the changing conditions and will move around in the river, feeding and exploring.


Marine mammals such as seals, dolphins and porpoises are perhaps the most exciting to spot in the river. We have two types of seal in the Thames – the common or harbour seal and the grey seal – and they can be spotted anywhere in the tidal Thames. The two species can be distinguished by size (harbour seals are smaller than grey seals), shape of head (harbour seals have a stout nose, while grey seals have a longer nose) and ‘haul-out’ behaviour (harbour seals tend to spread out after leaving the water, whereas grey seals remain in close groups near the water).


The mudflats, sandflats and intertidal sandbanks in the estuary are their favourite spots to haul out of the water to rest, breed and moult. You can often see them sunning themselves in these areas of the marine Thames, but if you’re lucky you may spot one on a patch of foreshore in central London, hauled out on a floating mooring or catching a fish in the river even further upstream.


We have permanent seal populations that breed in the marine stretches of the Thames Estuary and Greater Thames Estuary (the coast and low-lying lands bordering the Thames Estuary) and transient groups that travel between the Thames and The Wash (a sizeable estuary on England’s east coast). Seal population surveys carried out in 2017 by the Zoological Society of London (ZSL) recorded 1,104 harbour seals and 2,406 grey seals across the Thames Estuary.






Harbour seals


Harbour seals love to eat a wide variety of fish, such as herring, sand eel, whiting and flatfish, as well as shrimps and squid. They are frequently spotted foraging for food right through London all the way upstream to Teddington.


They mate in the summer and give birth, or ‘pup’, about 42 weeks later. Only one pup is born and is so well developed that it is able to swim and dive within just a few hours of birth. This means they can breed in the estuary where sandbanks are exposed for only part of the day, on the low tide. In 2018, ZSL conducted the first-ever count of seal pups born in the estuary. The results showed that 138 pups had arrived in one season.


After the pupping season ends, adults begin their annual ‘moult’, meaning they shed their fur. This usually lasts from mid-summer until September and they need to spend longer periods hauled out ashore. This is because as they lose their fur, they start to circulate blood to the surface of their skin to encourage replacement growth. The process requires a lot of energy, which means they need to keep warm and dry in the sun and avoid prolonged cooling in the water. They also tend to haul out after feeding to rest, much like we do after a good roast meal.


During the winter, harbour seals spend less time on shore and in the Thames, and more time out in the North Sea.
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Grey seals


Grey seals like the same types of fish as harbour seals but are also known to eat harbour seal pups and harbour porpoises. They mate in the winter, and, similarly to harbour seals, females give birth to a single pup about 11 months later (between November and January). Survey data suggests that, unlike the harbour seals, grey seals don’t breed in the Thames Estuary – instead they are seasonal visitors. They tend to disperse further north along the English east coast as far as The Wash, or to mainland Europe during the breeding season.


Grey seals also haul out, usually twice a year: during the pupping season and then later during the spring, when they gather in large groups. Young grey seals usually moult first, followed by adult females, and finally by adult males. Once the moult is complete, they all head out to sea until the following winter.


Grey seal numbers have rapidly increased over the last 15 years, especially along the east coast of England, probably because they are no longer hunted by people for their fur. The increased numbers suggest that the number of grey seals using the outer Thames Estuary in summer months may be growing.


Seals are known to have similar intelligence levels to dogs and are very curious creatures. They like to investigate the world around them and will often approach boats, kayaks and paddleboards to find out what they are. Londoners who use the river regularly will often report that a friendly seal climbed onto their paddleboard or kayak for a rest in the Upper Thames.


Just as with any wild animal, they are wary of people and although seals are friendly, they are extremely strong and can be ferocious if feeling threatened. If you see them hauled out, never approach them – just enjoy watching them from afar. If you’re walking along the beach, don’t walk between them and the water, as this is their escape route. If they decide you are a predator, they will quickly tell you to leave and can charge at you. They may look clumsy on land but can move very fast!






Other marine mammals


Harbour porpoise are the smallest whales in Europe, measuring 1.4–1.9m (4ft 6in–6ft 3in) in length. They are part of the family of ‘toothed whales’ that includes dolphins, killer whales and sperm whales. Due to their small size, harbour porpoises have to feed almost continuously on many small fish species and occasionally squid. They are very shy animals and won’t be seen in the river near central London because of the noise and boat traffic. Their small dorsal fin and lack of jumping or splashing activity makes them very hard to spot in the river, which is partly why there is little known about their life in the Thames.


Dolphins have been recorded as far upriver as Tower Bridge but are a very rare sight in London.






Fish migration


Many fish species undertake migrations on time scales ranging from daily to yearly and across distances spanning from a few metres to thousands of kilometres. Most migrations are for feeding or breeding purposes, but for some fish the reason for migration is unknown.


Fish species that migrate between salt and freshwater environments are referred to as diadromous fish, which are either anadromous and catadromous.


Anadromous fish are born in freshwater and then migrate to the ocean, where they mature into adults before returning to freshwater habitats to spawn. Species include salmon, smelt, shad, bass, lamprey and sturgeon.


Catadromous fish are born in the ocean and migrate into freshwater habitats, then eventually return to the ocean to spawn. The best-known is the European eel.





European eel


This mighty migrator is London’s most iconic fish, once caught frequently and sold as jellied eel and eel pie and mash. The European eel can still be found in a variety of freshwater and estuarine habitats. However, since the 1980s, adult populations have declined dramatically and the European eel is now classified as Critically Endangered by the IUCN (International Union for Conservation of Nature). One of the reasons is the barriers placed in rivers for water management, such as sluices and weirs, that stop eels from migrating and reaching their preferred habitat.


The European eel has one of the most fascinating life histories of any animal, though much of it remains a mystery, as tracking them over long distances is a technical challenge. The European eel’s life cycle is thought to begin in the Sargasso Sea (in the North Atlantic Ocean), where it is born in larval form – small, translucent leaf-like creatures called leptocephali. From there, they float on ocean currents until they reach European rivers, including the River Thames and its tributaries.


Once here, they start the metamorphosis that is triggered by nearing a river mouth. First they transform into the colourless miniature eels known as glass eels, when they reach the continental shelf; then when they arrive at the estuary, they transform into elvers, pigmenting into a muddy brown colour which camouflages them in the silty water. Once in the estuary, they will follow their noses, searching for freshwater. Eels can detect minuscule amounts of freshwater using receptors in their snouts, and they will keep swimming until they find a freshwater river they like. During this time they will grow into yellow eels – brown on the top and yellow on the underside, to reflect their freshwater surroundings so they can hide from predators. Here they will stay while they get bigger and fatter, transforming into a full adult silver eel.


At some point up to 20 years later, they will make one last transformation in preparation for the long transatlantic journey back to the Sargasso Sea. Their eyes grow very large and their snouts elongate ready for swimming through the ocean, answering the call to return and mate. From the point at which they leave to return to the ocean, they do not stop to eat. They will swim until they reach their spawning grounds, where they mate and then die, becoming a nutritious meal for some lucky ocean animals. Eels favour the river bottom at the edges, where it’s dark and easy to hide. For this reason they can often be found in sewage pipes and water management structures. They are resourceful migrators, able to climb walls and cross wet meadows as long as there is enough roughness for them to get traction for moving along. Sometimes an elver will remain in the estuary for a year or two, hiding under rocks on the foreshore at low tide.
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