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           OFC Autumn and Early Winter Newsletter 2010 

Predictions of a fine summer after the harsh winter, alas, came to nought and the dreich weather 
impacted on some of our planned field activities.  But those events that did go ahead were very 
successful and in addition some of our members on ad hoc recording forays made some interesting 
discoveries,  including  a  few “firsts”  for  Orkney,  -  more  of  these  later.  But  it  is  not  only  the 
headline-grabbing records that are valuable, but those of more ordinary species, particularly those 
which are of conservation concern or whose population is changing. To this end the committee 
propose to undertake a project which it is hoped will encourage both members and non-members to 
get involved in the recording habit, - more of that in a later Newsletter. 

OFC Autumn and Early Winter Programme 2010

Our Club Nights are normally held at 7.30pm in the St Magnus Centre, Kirkwall (just uphill from 
the  Cathedral).  Members  and  non-members  are  welcome,  entry  being  charged  at  £1  and  £2 
respectively while under-19’s come free. These charges help towards the cost of room hire and 
advertising.
In defiance of the weather we have more field events than usual planned. Anyone interested should 
please get in touch with the named contact a few days beforehand (and at least a week before for 
events involving car or ferry journeys). Please bring warm waterproof clothing and footwear and 
some refreshment. Binoculars, hand lenses and notebooks can be useful and at this time of year 
don’t forget the midge repellent! Last minute changes to the programme will, if possible, be notified 
on Radio Orkney and by phone or e-mail to those who have registered with the contact (if we have 
their e-mail address).
Youngsters are welcome but must be accompanied by a relative or close family friend.
While the programme may indicate that an event has a particular focus, eg fungi or lichens, we will 
of course look at any interesting wildlife we encounter, eg plants, birds or insects, and, if possible, 
help with identification, life history, etc. 
Where alternative dates are given we will choose the date with the better weather forecast.

September
Sunday 5th    An Introduction to Mosses
Join Rosemary McCance and John Crossley at a species-rich site for some expert tuition on these 
fascinating and often beautiful plants. Contact John on 831507 for details.

Friday 17th    Club Night     Plants at the Margin
In an illustrated talk Professor Robert Crawford will give us a botanical view of climate change.

Sunday 19th   The Lichens of Sanday
By ferry to Sanday to explore the island’s lichens with OFC lichen specialist, Roger Davies, and 
Rod Thorne, the Sanday Ranger. Contact Roger on 721395 or Rod on 01857 600341.



Saturday 25th or Sunday 26th   Salmonberry Bashing at the Thomas Wilson Plot
The dreaded salmonberry is  spreading triffid-like in  the plot  and needs some drastic treatment. 
Please spare an hour or two to help (there are one or two good pubs not too far away!)  Come any 
time between 10am and 3pm. Contact Jenny Taylor on 851322 who will explain what to bring. 
Does any kind person have a strimmer with a brush-cutter attachment? (Don’t forget that if you 
have a salmonberry problem in your area to report it  to Jenny who is collecting records and is 
hoping to launch an Orkney-wide eradication campaign) 

October
Saturday 2nd or Sunday 3rd

Berriedale Picnic
Our annual  visit  to  Britain’s  most  northerly  native  woodland to  look at  the trees,  birds,  fungi, 
lichens and insects as well as the autumn colours. By ferry to Moaness, by minibus to Rackwick, 
then on foot to Berriedale and back to Moaness. Book with Jenny Taylor on 851322. 
Monday 4th     Extra Club Night      Fungi – Fact and Fiction         
Fungi expert, Liz Holden, explains what fungi are, how they function, their diversity and what they 
look like. (Joint event with the Scapa Flow Landscape Partnership and OBRC)

Saturday 9th or Sunday 10th       Fungal Foray
Following on from Liz Holden’s talk and course Julian Branscombe will lead us on a walk to find 
and identify some of Orkney’s autumn species. See below for details of the course and how to 
contact Julian.

Friday 15th     Club Night    A Naturalist Down under
In an illustrated talk Chris Booth, author of Nature Notes in the Orcadian, describes some of the 
wildlife he has encountered on visits to Australia.            

November
Sunday 7th     The Lichens of Brodgar and Stenness
Roger Davies will lead an event searching for and identifying the lichens of the standing stones of 
Brodgar and Stenness. Contact Roger on 721395.

Friday 19th     Club Night    The Biodiversity of Orkney’s Fishes
In an illustrated talk Professor Jon Side, Director of ICIT, gives an update on the County’s marine 
and freshwater fish populations.

Sat 20th, Sun 21st, Sat 27th or Sun 28th      OFC Autumn Ramble
A leisurely walk in the Orkney countryside to enjoy the wildlife of autumn. Date and venue will be 
decided on Thursday 18th. Contact Dick Matson 751426.
  
December
Friday 3rd      OFC Christmas Dinner and Social
Our Christmas get-together will be at the Lynnfield Hotel, Kirkwall at 7.30 for 8pm. Vegetarian 
choices will be available. The menu will be e-mailed to everyone interested at the beginning of 
November. Please let Dick Matson have your meal choices by 25th November. Contact Dick on 
751426 or r.matson42@btinternet.com

Grassland Fungi Course
In October, expert mycologist, Liz Holden, is coming up from Deeside especially to run a course on 
identification of grassland fungi. The one-day course, which will include fieldwork and an indoor 
identification session in Kirkwall, will be held on Tuesday 5 October. The event is organised jointly 
with the Orkney Biodiversity Records Centre, Orkney Field Club, and the Scapa Flow Landscape 
Partnership Scheme (SFLPS). The SFLPS is sponsoring the event, which is keeping the cost down 
to £5 for amateurs (professional ecologists will be expected to pay the full £50 fee for the day).
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Many grassland fungi are beautiful, and as a group they are very important ecological indicators, 
and include species for which the British Isles have international importance. Sand dunes, close-
grazed pastures, kirkyards and maritime and upland heath can all support a range of the brightly-
coloured waxcaps, on which this course will concentrate. There are a wide range of other grassland 
fungi species, including other mushrooms as well as the distinctively shaped earthtongues and fairy 
clubs. The course – which will welcome participants without any previous experience – will also 
touch on the identification of these other groups.
There are only 12 places on the course. To book, please contact the SFLPS in office hours on 01856 
873535 ext 2883, or email julian.branscombe@orkney.gov.uk 
The event will be followed up by a free fungal foray led by Julian Branscombe on either Saturday 9 
or Sunday 10 October, depending on the weather forecast. For details, please contact him in the 
preceding week, using the contact details above, or his home email julian.branscombe@yahoo.com 
Julian has a modest knowledge of fungi, but has agreed to co-ordinate fungi recording in Orkney on 
behalf of the Field Club. Please send any records of fungi to Julian. He may also be able to arrange 
identification of species (where possible) from good photographs.

 
RSPB Local Group Programme
Sunday 12th September    Stronsay Migrants
The island can be a great place for autumn migrants, particularly waders, warblers and flycatchers. 
Contact Jim Williams on 761317.

Sun 26th September   To Sanday for Autumn Migrants
As well as passerine migrants we hope to see recently arrived ducks, geese, swans and waders. 
There’s always the chance of a real rarity. Contact Dick Matson on 751426.

Saturday 30th October    RSPB Feed the Birds Day
The RSPB’s annual event advising the public what food items to give their garden birds, how to 
make bird mixtures and what birds to expect in their  gardens. Venue: Wellpark Garden Centre 
(courtesy of the Glue family). Contact Pauline Wilson on 741382.

Saturday 13th November    Charities Bazaar  (date to be confirmed)
As usual the RSPB will have a stall at the Bazaar and bird-related goods such as books, calendars, 
Xmas cards and toys will be on sale. Volunteers are requested to spare an hour of their time to help 
run it.  Names, please, to Pauline Wilson on 741382.

Tuesday 16th November    RSPB LG AGM and “Meet the Wardens”
Brief AGM business will be followed by an overview by the wardens of the Orkney RSPB reserves 
and their wildlife, their current projects and future plans.  St Magnus Centre Hall at 7.30pm.

Scottish Ornithologists’ Club Programme
Thursday 7th October   RSPB Investigations and Wildlife Crime
A talk by Ian Thomson on the continuing fight to protect our wildlife. St Magnus Centre at 7.30pm.

Thursday 4th November   Crossbills of Scotland 
In  an  illustrated  talk  Ron  Summers  describes  the  different  races  of  Crossbill  encountered  in 
Scotland.  St Magnus Centre at 7.30pm.

Orkney Wildlife Explorers Programme    (Contact Jane Beckwith on 841212)
Sunday September 19th Gyre Woodland, Orphir.  2.00pm to 4.00pm  
Minibeast and Fungi Adventure 
Come and discover the minibeasts and fungi in this hidden woodland gem and learn 
about  their  secret  lives.  Meet  at  the Orkneyinga  Saga centre, Orphir.
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Sunday October 24th 
UGLY BUGS BALL 2.00pm to 4.00pm
Venue to be confirmed 

Come  and  celebrate  our  1st year Anniversary.
It’s  fancy  dress  and  don’t  forget  to  bring  your  home  made  bugs  for  the 
competition !!

Sunday 21st November
Fantastic Four Seasons felting !  2.00pm to 4.00pm
Venue to be confirmed.
To celebrate the international year of Biodiversity come and get crafty and create something 
truly unique and special.

Sunday19th December
Christmas party.  2.00pm to 4.00pm
Venue to be confirmed
Come along for seasonal fun and games. Craft activities too.

Parents !  Orkney Wildlife Explorers is aimed at children 8-12 years old, however younger children are 
welcome as long as a responsible adult stays with them. Please ensure that your children always come 
prepared for a walk , even for indoor meetings. If the weather is OK we try and take the group outside at 
some point,  so outdoor clothes are essential.  Also a high visibility  vest  would be useful in the darker 
months if you have one. Unless otherwise stated all meetings are £1.00 for RSPB members and £1.50 for 
non members.

A Day to Remember 
The weekend of 17th/18th July should have seen OFC members searching the pools and burns of 
North Hoy for dragon- and damselflies but as for other events this summer the weather forecast 
indicated it was pointless to proceed. However the forecast for Monday 19th looked more promising, 
at least for the morning, and on the spur of the moment a couple of Odonata enthusiasts set off for 
Hoy on the Moaness ferry.   At the Rackwick car park pools the usual species were noted,  but 
among them was at least one insect which in size and shape looked at first glance like a blue-tailed 
damsel but something was not quite right for that species. Closer inspection and examination of 
photographs taken showed it to be a specimen of the emerald damselfly Estes sponsa, a species not 
before recorded in Orkney. The next insect to catch one observer’s eyes at the pools was a wetland 
moth and this proved to be another new species for the County, the brown china-mark, Elophila  
nymphaeata.  
After a successful search of Broadii Faces for  meadow grasshoppers drizzle set in and the pair 
thumbed a lift  to the White Glen plantation in search of temporary shelter.  Wandering into the 
depths of the woodland they noted the movement of small birds in the tops of the conifers. Not only 
were there at  least  4  coal  tits foraging in  the tops but  at  least  3 of them were juveniles.  This 
observation indicated that  coal tits,  a rare species for Orkney,  had bred successfully – the first 
breeding record for the County. So a spur of the moment decision to venture forth and a drizzle 
shower gave these 2 members a day to remember!  But more…
On 10th August the same members were scouting around a site in Rendall looking at wildlife in 
general; they decided to visit a pool well-known for large red and blue-tailed damsels and black 
darters. There in the water, laying eggs, was a superb female  common hawker, Aeshna juncea, 
and not too far away was a male. This species is common on Hoy but on Mainland it is rare and 
there is only one other known Mainland breeding site.



Some Cetacean Notes from Chris Booth
On 31st July Simon Brogan and his family watched a Sei whale and calf for over an hour as they 
swam along the east side of Auskerry. It was estimated that the adult whale was about 45 feet in 
length.
There have been very few records of Sei whales in Orkney waters. One was stranded on Papa 
Westray on 3rd October 1929 and there has been one other possible sighting but it has so far not 
been possible to confirm this.
A school of dolphins, estimated to be between 600 and 800, was seen off the south end of Swona by 
Magnus Norquoy on 2nd August. They were moving west through the Pentland Firth.  

A Note from John Crossley on the Barbut’s Cuckoo Bee – a (nearly) new species for Orkney
There are two older records of this species,  Bombus barbutellus, from 1975, and none since, until 
now! There have been three separate sightings of females in July this year: one at Dale, Costa, one 
at Queenamidda, Rendall and another in Egilsay. With that distribution it surely must have been 
here all  the time, but it  must also be very scarce. In appearance it is quite like the much more 
common Gypsy cuckoo bee  B bohemicus, but there is a difference in the pattern of yellow and 
black stripes. 
Cuckoo bees are well named, for the female of the species searches out and enters the nest of a host 
bumblebee queen and lays its eggs there, taking the place of and eventually killing the resident 
queen. The resident worker bumblebees unknowingly care for the eggs and grubs of the usurper. 
The host  species  of  Barbut’s  is  the  Garden bumblebee  B hortorum,  which  is  very common in 
Orkney.
Barbut’s cuckoo bee is well distributed in Britain south of the Highlands; but it is unknown in the 
Highlands and Islands except in the island of Coll. Apparently it is scarce throughout its range.

Seal Diet Study – can you help  ?  
A team from the Sea Mammal Research Unit, based at the University of St Andrews, is currently up 
in Orkney carrying out fieldwork on the seal populations scattered throughout the numerous islands 
and skerries of the area. They are undertaking a year-long, Scottish Government funded project to 
study the diet of seals (what and how much seals eat) all around Scotland, and looking to see if 
there are seasonal and geographical differences in diet. Lindsay Wilson will be writing up a PhD on 
this work and is being assisted in the project by Donald Malone. 

Over the last 10 years the number of harbour seals around Scotland has decreased by almost a third. 
This decline has not been witnessed all    round the country, with the populations in areas such as 
Orkney, Shetland and the Tay suffering greatly while the population on the west coast has stayed 
more stable. As varying diet may be the reason why populations in different areas have fared so 
differently, it is hoped the team’s research may show if the diet of harbour seals in areas that have 
seen a dramatic decline differs from those whose numbers have stayed stable. The team will also be 
comparing the diet of harbour and grey seals in all areas of Scotland to see if food competition 
exists between the species. 

The team are travelling all around Scotland with a boat in tow to enable them to reach the areas 
where seals haul out. They work around the low tides; after spotting areas where seals are hauled 
out they identify the species and gain a count on numbers. The team will then go onto the haul-out 
sites and collect any faecal samples or scats. Later analysis of the scat back in the laboratory in St 
Andrews can show the species and even the sex of the defecating animal; samples are also taken to 
monitor  toxin  levels  in  scats.  The  toxin  study  is  being  conducted  by  Dr  Ailsa  Hall  who  is 
monitoring toxin levels in seal scat and prey items from around Scotland: this may show if toxin 
levels are higher in some areas of Scotland than others, potentially impacting seal numbers. We will 



use  prey hard  remains  (fish  ear  bones,  called  otoliths  and squid  beaks)  to  determine  what  the 
animals were eating, and based on the size of these prey remains will calculate what size fish, squid 
and octopus are eaten. By carrying out counts of animals and collections throughout the year we 
will  improve  our  knowledge  of  the  seasonal  distribution  and  abundance  of  seals  throughout 
Scotland, and monitor changes in diet throughout the year.

It is a massive task attempting to sample the whole of Scotland every 3 months for a year, so they 
are always looking for local help. They are interested in receiving regular counts of seals and keen 
to recruit volunteers to carry out their own scat collections. On their next visit to Orkney they hope 
to provide a presentation on their work. They also have a website giving more details on their work 
which can be viewed at www.sealdietscotland.co.uk.

Please e-mail Roger Davies (roger@headweb.co.uk) or phone him (721395) if you would like to be 
involved in any of these ways:

(a) counting seals, ideally on a regular basis, and preferably identifying the species;
(b) collecting scat (!);
(c) attending a talk given by the team at a suitable date, perhaps during October or November: 
effectively this would be an additional Club Night but unfortunately it is not practicable to give the 
usual advance notice, hence the need for more urgent contact information.
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