
 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

DURHAM UNIVERSITY BIODIVERSITY SURVEY 
Newsletter 1. June 2010 

The Biodiversity Survey has been running since March, so we have produced this 
newletter to update all those who have supplied a steady stream of flora and fauna 
records over the past two months. Please continue to send them, via the on-line 
form at 
http://www.dur.ac.uk/environment/internalpartners/biodiversity/submittingrecords/ 
and please encourage others to do likewise. This newsletter contains some of the 
‘edited highlights’ and some notes on what to look out for and where to look. Thank 
you to all who have contributed so far.       

Steve Ansdell, Phil Gates and Allan Watson 

In April thousands of spore-producing shoots of Field horsetail 
appeared on the Mountjoy site in the field below the reservoir, in 
an area that was formerly agricultural land. The plants – which 
could justifiably be called living fossils - are descendants of the 
giant horsetails whose fossils have been found in the coal 
measures below the Science Site. They are a living link with their 
ten metre-tall ancestors that grew here 300 million years ago, at a 
time when the first amphibians were colonising the land surface. 
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Birds 
This is a complete list of bird sightings, up until the end of May. Notable 
records include the red kite, seen circling over the Botanic Garden. It is not 
beyond the bounds of possibility that these birds could one day nest in our 
woodlands – they have, after all, nested within a mile of the Metro Centre in 
Gateshead. The peregrine sighting over Hatfield college raise speculation that 
it might have been nesting in the Cathedral tower. The university estate 
includes land on both banks of the river Wear, so we can expect further 
records of aquatic birds as the survey progresses. 
 
 

 
 
Red kite 
Peregrine 
Kestrel 
Sparrowhawk 
Tawny owl 
Barn owl 
Heron 
Mallard 
Moorhen 
Blackbird 
Song thrush 
Redwing 
Fieldfare 
Wood pigeon 
Collard dove 
Robin 
Dunnock 
Great tit 
Blue tit 
Long-tailed tit 
Coal tit 

Swift 
Swallow 
House martin 
Sand martin 
Wren 
Dipper 
Goldcrest 
Reed warbler 
Blackcap 
Whitethroat 
Skylark 
Bullfinch 
Chaffinch 
Greenfinch 
Reed bunting 
Brambling 
House sparrow 
Goldfinch 
Mallard 
Goosander 
Starling 
Grey wagtail 
Nuthatch 
Treecreeper 
Green woodpecker 
Great-spotted woodpecker 
Jay 
Magpie 
Rook 
Carrion crow 
Grey Partridge 

 
Damselflies and Dragonflies 

The peak season for damselflies and dragonflies has arrived, so a survey of 
ponds in the university grounds should lengthen this list by the time the next 
Newsletter is circulated.  
Banded demoiselle 
Common blue damselfly 
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Moths 

 
 

 
Hummingbird hawk-moth 
 
 

Butterflies 
This list will have doubled in length by the time the autumn Newsletter 
appears. Speckled wood butterflies, that colonised the North East recently, 
have already established at least five breeding populations on the university 
estate. 
 

  

 
Speckled wood 
 

Small tortoiseshell 
Comma 
Small white 
Peacock 
Orange tip 
Wall 

 
Mammals 

The record of a polecat (possibly a ferret-polecat hybrid) from the grounds of 
Hild&Bede is the most remarkable sighting to date. Most frequent sightings, 
apart from the ubiquitous grey squirrels, have been roe deer (including a 
fawn) and the fox cubs in Little High Wood, which have delighted several 
students during their breathless climb up the infamous Cardiac Hill. Badger 
cubs have been seen at two of the many setts on the university estate. 
 
 
Polecat (ferret-polecat?) 
Roe deer 
Fox 
Badger 

Grey squirrel 
Pipistrelle 
Stoat 
Mole 

 
Plants 

These are just a few of the many wild flowers now recorded. 
 
Deadly nightshade – a small population that has existed for at least 20 years 
near Grey College. 

The most notable moth sighting was a 
hummingbird hawk-moth in the Botanic 
Garden. These arrive from southern Europe 
in spring and almost never settle, hovering 
in front of flowers to refuel through their long 
proboscis. We plan to run moth light traps 
later in the year, to survey the moth 
population 
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Golden saxifrage – growing along the stream through the North American 
arboretum 
Salad burnet – at Maiden Castle, a relict of the natural calcareous grassland 
that would have preceded the uniform grassland of the playing fields. 
Bilberry – a component of the ground flora in Hollingside Wood. 
Red-berried elder – an uncommon naturalised introduction near the North 
American arboretum 
 

Miscellaneous invertebrates 
 

Pill bug – a woodlouse that can roll itself into a perfect sphere, once 
prescribed by apothecaries as a cure for indigestion if swallowed alive (don’t 
try this at home)  - see http://cabinetofcuriosities-
greenfingers.blogspot.com/2009/04/pillbug.html 
Tawny mining bee – reported from numerous locations on the Science Site – 
see http://dunelmbiodiversity.blogspot.com/2010/03/tawny-mining-bee.html 
Whirligig beetles – frequently spotted whizzing around on the surface of 
ponds in summer 
Red form of the large black slug Arion ater – found in the North American 
arboretum. Uncommon the North East and normally seen at the southern end 
of the species’ range, which extends throughout Europe. Possibly introduced 
accidentally when the trees were planted - see http://cabinetofcuriosities-
greenfingers.blogspot.com/2010/05/mollusc-hoodie.html 
 
 
Forthcoming attractions 
 

• A group of students are planning to conduct a BioBlitz in the university 
woodlands in early June, as a pilot study for a much bigger event in 
autumn. A Bioblitz is an intensive biodiversity survey of a small area 
over 24 hours, that aims to record as many species as possible, from 
microbes to mammals. 

 

• Orchids appear at several locations on the estate during June and July 
– look out for broad-leaved helleborines, spotted orchids and northern 
marsh orchids 

 

• Any grassland areas on the estate should produce further butterfly 
records – look out for small skippers, small coppers, ringlets and 
meadow browns…. 

 

• Disturbed soil, wherever building works take place, allows buried seeds 
to germinate and provides a clue to the past flora – look out for arable 
weeds like henbit, corn marigold, parsley-peart and bugloss, as well as 
the more familiar poppies. Much of the southern end of the estate was 
formerly arable land. 
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Interesting Corners of the University Estate.... 
 
The University estate is far more extensive than most of us realise and 
includes all of the pink-shaded areas on the map below. Two seldom-
visited corners are illustrated in the final series of photographs in the 
newsletter (locations (1) and (2) on the map.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 

2 
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1. Whinney Hill, above Maiden Castle wood, includes two large pastures 
full of buttercups and other wild flowers, divided by a magnificent 
ancient hawthorn hedge. 
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There are spectacular views over the city from Whinney Hill. The gorse 
bushes in the foreground, whose alternative common name is whin, 
gives the hill its name. 

 
View (above) to the south east from Whinney Hill. Almost all the 
woodland in the foreground and middle distance is university estate. 
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Woodland and pasture, Whinney Hill (below) 

 
 
(2) Many years ago a small hazel coppice (below) was planted at the 
southern tip of the university estate, as an extension of the old North 
American arboretum. It was a classic coppiced-woodland ground flora 
and has recently been colonised by speckled wood butterflies. 
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Sloe blossom, on the boundary of the North American arboretum and 
pastures, in April 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions? Comments? Please contact  
 
Steve Ansdell   s.j.ansdell@durham.ac.uk 
Phil Gates    p.j.gates@durham.ac.uk 
Allan Watson   allan.watson@durham.ac.uk 
 
Please report all interesting sightings at 
http://www.dur.ac.uk/environment/internalpartners/biodiversity/submittingrecords/ 
 


