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Chairman’s Report for 2013
This will be out seventh year of operation

. The weather could be summed up as a poor spring followed by a summer we all hope for come the holidays! The spring was late, cold and wet which effected the early emerging insects and their food plants, such as the Orange Tip butterfly and Lady’s Smock. The Lady’s Smock in particular had a poor year. 
At the start of the butterfly transect season on the 1st of April, we were around three weeks behind a normal year, so far as flowering plants were concerned. This cold start not only effected the emergence of the “good guys”, such as ladybirds and butterflies, but must have also effected the “bad guys” such as parasitic wasps and hoverflies. This lack of parasites early in the season may have contributed to be the explosion of whites later in the season, when the weather finally warmed up. The fine warm spell helped the second brood of Common Blue and Brown Argus to occur in numbers in the Meadow. This was encouraging as both species were not recorded last year due to the appalling weather. 

Finally on the 27th of August, we recorded our 25th species of butterfly, a Small Heath. This was seen on the newly seeded Triangle. The Small Heath, together with the Common Blues, Brown Argus and even a Small Copper were all seen in the flower rich areas that had previously been scraped and reseeded. This vindicated our decision to undertake these disruptive works in prior years. Consequently we have made a decision to resume our program of scrape, clear, rotivate and reseed in the coming work season.
Work parties

The 2012-13 work party season that finished in April was effected by weather around Christmas with only one session being worked in December. January and February were also effected. I must compliment our work party volunteers who turned out in some appalling weather! Despite this, the amount of hours put in by our volunteers was roughly the same as last year. 

	Year to September
	Total Hours

	2010
	713

	2011
	736

	2012
	647

	2013
	634


The hours for 2010 and 2011 were artificially inflated by visits from Alençon & Euskirchen together with corporate work parties.
Seed collecting and processing hours were a bit down but the quantity of seed collected was comparable with that of last year. This year we collected seed from Old Down in Kempshott and Magdalen Hill Down outside Winchester. Seed was also collected along public rights of way around the borough.

Guided walks

Due to the poor weather, the early informal butterfly walks were not held this year.
Also our monthly “Meadow Meanderings” walk round the Meadow on the first Sunday of the month were poorly attended and only attracted one couple for the June walk. After getting no takers in May, July & August, it was decided to abandon the walks for the rest of this year. We will consider what to do next year.
DOWN GRANGE MEADOW
Flowers - Despite the poor spring, we still managed to get 20+ pyramidal orchids up in their usual place, before they were totally over-whelmed by grass and rose-bay willow herb. We did not hold any hope of any Common-spotted Orchids this year due to the growing conditions, but again one did put in an appearance in the same place it occurred last year!

The Ribbon put on a good show. The Triangle is getting better and will probably hit its peak next year. It is certainly attracting a good variety of insects, not just new butterflies. A pretty little hoverfly Chrysotoxum bicintum was seen here after a gap of four years.
Butterflies – The very cold spring meant that we did not record any first brood common blue & brown argus and things did not look good as we saw none the previous year. However we saw individuals from the second brood from both these species as well as a small copper. 
Despite the spell of fine weather, the true meadow butterflies, large, small & essex skippers, Marbled Whites, Meadow Browns & Ringlets, were only seen in average numbers. The lack of early parasites were reflected in the good numbers of small tortoiseshells seen. Speckled woods, holly blues and comas were also seen in reasonable numbers.

However, the group that put in a spectacular appearance were the “whites”, small, large & green-veined, all of which were seen in large numbers. Our area was also treated to an influx of clouded yellows. These are migrants that in most years are restricted to the southern part of the county but in a good year can appear in here. They were recorded across the west of the town but disappointingly, none were actually seen in the Meadow! 
Hoverflies - A number of surveys were undertaken this year but numbers did not pick up until after the warm spell. Hoverflies are a sensitive to habitat change so recording species and numbers will help us measure how well the sites are being managed.  
Birds – Our volunteers continue to record data for BTO, Bird Track and HOS (British Trust for Ornithology and Hampshire Ornithological Society). This year the pair of Sparrowhawks returned to their preferred nesting location, this changed last year due to the disturbance of the tree felling. 
Breeding was confirmed by finding a fragment of egg shell beneath the tree.

 

Of the 9 nest boxes in the Meadow, 6 were used and the Blue & Great Tits successfully fledged, 

despite the apparent lack of caterpillars available early in the year. The 3 unused boxes are thought to be unsuitable due to the shallow depth of the box. One box, after the fledging of the Great Tits, was adopted by a squirrel after enlarging the entrance hole and a nest of leaves was found on top of the Great Tits nest. This year we have put up a total of 10 boxes that provide a deeper nesting area. 
Jubilee Copse – This was planted up with the help of some scouts from Worting and was inaugurated by the Mayor on the 18th of November. Despite the site being waterlogged early on, most of the trees and shrubs survived the winter.  Our first work party this year planted some new trees and shrubs to replace those that had failed to make the grade. We also made a start on clearing the creeping thistle that had sprung up.
THE OLD ORCHARD 
The cold spring affected the early fruit varieties, primarily members of the plum family. Consequently, plums, greengages and damsons had a poor year. Later fruiting varieties such as apples appear to have had a fantastic year. There appears to be a huge amount of acorns and beech mast on the trees, which should keep the squirrels busy.
The three “ribbons” that were scraped three years ago put on another great show. We will need to do some maintenance on these ribbons this coming year to try and maintain the balance as dominant species, such as chicory and wood dock, need to be kept in check.
THE OLD HEDGEROW 
We have started to plant the “next generation” of trees and shrubs along the hedgerow, including some disease resistant Elm. We continued to dead hedge the thin portions of the Hedge. Quite a few of the hawthorns and elder are now in a parlous state and will either be felled by the gales of this coming autumn or we will trim back severely this coming season. We will continue to remove ivy where it threatens viable trees and shrubs. 
Natural Basingstoke – This new group was formed to replace the old Basingstoke Conservation Network which united more than 14 conservation groups operating in and around the borough. Natural Basingstoke has a more formal structure and it is hoped will have greater influence with the council and the wider community, compared with the BCN. Natural Basingstoke was launched on the 29th of September. 
Membership – this now stands at just over 100 households, almost the same as last year.


Our main vehicle for communication has been the Newsletter and our articles in the Kempshott Kourier and the Hatch Warren Rabbiter. David Brown has been a tremendous Editor and I hope he will continue to exercise his skill for us in this area. 
I would also like to record  my appreciation to all our subscribers who have lent their names to our efforts – even though they have not been in a position to get involved directly. 
Plans for 2013-14
We will restart our program of scraping, rotivating and reseeding with wild flowers and fine grass species. The area chosen will be adjacent to the existing Ribbon. We will try to keep the scraping away from desire foot paths for aesthetic reasons.

We are also planning to thin out some of the cherry trees in the Northern Belt to try and encourage understory and early spring flowers to grow. The “thinning” will involve felling single trees to open up the canopy to allow light to penetrate to the woodland floor.

We will continue to take fertility out of the ground in the Meadow and reseed with fine grasses and wild flowers. With the Councils Biodiversity Operative and our two-wheeled tractor, we should be able to run some experiments on the best way to clear and reseed course grassed areas. 

We look forward to our eighth year with expectation!
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