Chairman’s Report for 2012
We have now been going for six years and this year has been the most difficult by far. It was a year dominated by the weather and its affects. Somebody summed up this growing season as “two springs and no summer”! 
A warm and very dry early spring saw most of our hibernating butterfly species, such as Small Tortoiseshell and Comma, on the wing even before the transect recording season had started on the 1st of April! Late spring and early summer saw cool temperatures and copious amounts of rain. This had the effect of setting early developing plants into a great spurt of growth, which then overwhelmed the late starters. So some species did well, the grasses in particular, while others did poorly. Subsequently it was a very poor year for Bird’s-foot Trefoil as most clumps were totally smothered by the same grasses. By high summer weather conditions had improved and we had good numbers for our butterfly species. For example we had our best year for recording skipper species. The late summer & early autumn produced a spell of warm settled weather.  All in all a difficult year with the season being delayed by 3 weeks and never really given the opportunity to catch-up.
Work parties

Luckily the poor weather had no effect on the 2011-12 work party season that finished in April. It did affect the summer & autumn activities, such as seed collection. A number of flower species where either a “no-show” or were poorly represented, while others were not affected. The late season also meant that seed collection was delayed and often clashed with holidays. So this year’s seed collection has been disrupted and some species not collected at all. 
Guided walks

This year we instigated two types of walks, specialist butterfly walks and general guided walks around the Meadow. The specialist butterfly walks were open to volunteers from our own group as well as other conservation groups in the Basingstoke Conservation Network. Due to the poor weather and the difficulty of organising walks at short notice, only one walk actually took place. This was to an area of ancient woodland north of Whitchurch. It was quite successful, with Pearl-bordered Fritillaries together with the usual spring species of Orange-tips, Whites and Commas. Some walkers also had a fleeting glimpse of a Duke of Burgundy Fritillary as well. 

The more general guided walks were held on the first Sunday in the month starting in May to September, missing August due to holiday commitments. The May & June walks were abandoned due to rain and a distinct lack of walkers! By July we had got the publicity sorted out and had five adults and two children. The last walk in September attracted three adults and a friendly dog!  We plan to continue these walks next year as they are an excellent way of not only showing what we have in the Meadow but to explain what our aims, objectives and development plans are for the site.

New Equipment

We also took delivery of a five tined harrow attachment for the two-wheeled tractor. We intend to get the council to “scalp” areas of meadow for us when they “cut & clear” areas of grass. These “scalped” areas will then be harrowed to break-up the grass roots prior to us seeding with a meadow wild flower mix. This will include the robust flowers that can stand up to the grasses, such as the knapweeds, together with yellow rattle which is semi-parasitic on grass roots.

Council

The Council have employed a “Biodiversity Operative”, who will be undertaking a number of activities previously done by contractors. These include, grass cutting & clearing, rotivating, chain-sawing and possibly even hedge laying. This should be a great improvement on the previous arrangements where work had to planned months in advance, irrespective of the weather, or not done at all.

DOWN GRANGE MEADOW
Flowers - Despite the long and rank grass, we still managed to get 20-30 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 one did put in an appearance in the same place it occurred in 2010!

Teasel appears to be springing up all over the site! Birds love teasel, especially Gold Finches, and these may have spread the seed from the original patch in the south east of the site.

Butterflies – The very poor spring meant that we did not record any of our grassland “blue” species, the common blue & brown argus. Both of these have two broods and representatives from neither broods were seen, which was very disappointing. Let’s hope we have not lost a generation, as recovering from such a catastrophe may take ages. On Old Down, only a few common blues from the second brood were seen in late July.
On a brighter note, we recorded our second Silver-washed Fritillary. Given the weather, it was surprising that the meadow butterflies did so well. It was a reasonable year for Marbled Whites, Meadow Browns & Ringlets. The Gatekeepers had a short flight period this year and the numbers were down. However, the stars of the year were the skippers. Starting about three weeks later than normal, all three skipper species (Large, Small & Essex) had a very good year. 

It was also a good year for Holly Blues. This is a multi-brooded species that feeds on aphid honeydew in the canopy and lays its eggs on ivy, as well as holly. They are subject to parasitical attacks by ichneumon wasps and the populations of these two species move on a 6-7 year cycle. Perhaps the Holly Blues are currently getting the upper-hand?

Birds – Our volunteers continue to record data for BTO, Bird Track and HOS (British Trust for Ornithology and Hampshire Ornithological Society).
Anecdotally, it was a very poor year for breeding birds. The cold, wet spell in late spring meant that some nests were washed out. Those that managed to build nests had the added problem that there was little food, i.e, caterpillars, for the youngsters. Having a good breeding population of flying insects to produce caterpillars is essential if the birds are to thrive. 

We are now regularly seeing Red Kites over our sites.
Site Work - Last year we arranged for the council to scrape the Triangle which was then seeded with fine grasses and wild flowers. This laid fallow over the winter and, as one would expect, only the “pioneer” species flowered the first year. It will take time for all the flower species to get established. The over-wintering bare area was not well received by some members of the public. Scrapping is disruptive and also generates a huge amount of “arrisings” which also need to be accommodated. We will try alternative methods of reducing ground fertility and introducing wild flower species this coming work season.

THE OLD ORCHARD 
This was the worst year for fruit since the group started looking after the Orchard. The only good thing was that a Victoria Plum donated by one of our members that was planted during winter, got off to a flying start with all the rain!

The three “ribbons” that were scraped two years ago put on a great show this year. This year the knapweeds, trefoils, fleabanes, vetches and chicory put in an appearance. It will be interesting to see what comes up next year as there may be some more species to show
The small patch by the bird table also put on a good show with a number of new species putting in an appearance. The most notable of which was a Black Mullein. 

THE OLD HEDGEROW – 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 cut back severely this coming season. This year, we will be planting disease resistant Elm along the hedge row. 
THE HEDGEROW EXTENSION – Little progress was made on the extension. A short section of boundary hedge between the Extension and the Meadow was cut and dead-hedged. This was to see if the old hawthorns would regenerate. Where this had been done in the Old Orchard, the hawthorns are re-growing nicely. However, those in the boundary hedge may be too old, we shall see. 
Membership – this now stands at 120 households with 183 individuals, roughly the same number as last year. There is always a small amount of “churn” where families move out of the area and are replaced by newly recruited hosueholds.
Our work party programme has been supported by a solid core of active members – but it would be good to see a few more work party participants. I would like to thank all active members who have contributed so consistently in this last year. We have clocked up just over 650 volunteer hours during the year, roughly 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. 
We set up our own “blog” site (at kempshottconservationgroup.org.uk) to facilitate communication amongst our members. 
We continue to support the Basingstoke Conservation Network which unites more than 14 conservation groups operating in and around the borough and will be working in close cooperation with the Old Down group and the Friends of Stratton Park. 
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 2012-13

Our biggest project will be in the Meadow and will be the creation of a “Jubilee Copse” between the Community Copse adjacent to St Mark’s and the Northern Belt. “We” will plant more than 40 native trees and shrubs. The “we” is actually the scouts from Worting who will do the bulk of the planting. Thy will plant 13 species, including disease resistant Elm, Ash, Sallow, Hazel, Wayfayer, Privet and Buckthorn. We will also be plant a Whitebeam and a Rowan sponsored by the Residents Association. The ceremonial planting will carried out by the Mayor on the 18th of November.
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 seventh year with expectation!

Stephen Goodwin 
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