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Born and bred in St Albans, Rupert has enjoyed observing and 
recording local wildlife for over 30 years.  Drawing inspiration 

and insight from the sights and sounds that accompany the 
seasons throughout the year, he invites you to tune in to the 

often overlooked natural world all around us.NatureNotes
Rupert Evershed’s monthly diary of the natural world       Twitter @rupertevershed Blog: www.notingnature.wordpress.com

I have to confess to having a love-
hate relationship with statistics – 
perhaps this is true of most 
people?  Statistics, numbers, 
charts and tables have the power 
to petrify us in boredom and the 
subsequent analysis can lead to 
mental paralysis!  And yet all that 
collected data is powerful – it tells 
us things we need to know and 
informs us about action we need 
to take.  This of course is no less 
true when it comes to data about 
wildlife.

I have always subconsciously 
resisted serious data collection 
and analysis when it comes to my 
love of  nature.  For me it is like 
reducing my marital relationship 
to how many times I’ve bought 
flowers, washed up or provided a 
taxi service for the kids.  I love 
nature, like I love my wife, and 
any form of  serious statistical 
analysis feels reductionist and, 
well, unromantic.

Nature, for me, has always been 
a kind of  romance with magical 
moments of  discovery, vast 

swathes of  beauty and 
complexity, and layers of  mystery 
and wonder.  The words of  the 
Biblical proverb resonate with 
me, “There are three things that 
are too amazing for me, four that I 
do not understand:  the way of  an 
eagle in the sky, the way of  a 
snake on a rock, the way of  a ship 
on the high seas, and the way of  a 
man with a young woman.” 
(Proverbs 30:18-19)

And so I have been a reluctant 
latecomer to data collection and 
analysis, but like so many things 
I have initially resisted, it has 
proved rewarding in its own way.  
Regularly recording and 
submitting my observations to 
organisations such as the BTO 
(British Trust for Ornithology) 
via BirdTrack their online data 
collection portal, has demanded 
of  me a more rigorous approach 
to nature observation – not just 
vague incomplete lists, but times, 
dates and numbers recorded over 
regular, sustained periods.

All of  this has been counter-
intuitive to me but it has 

deepened my understanding of  
the places I go and the wildlife 
that inhabits them.

Regular detailed observations 
have revealed patterns and 
behaviours that I wouldn’t 
otherwise have appreciated:  the 
little owl’s favourite tree; the best 
time to watch gulls amassing in 
their pre-roost flocks and when 
they will have left for their final 
roost; and more recently, the 
feeding habits of  hawfinches – 
their love of  hornbeam seeds.  
This in turn has led me to become 
expert in identifying hornbeam 
trees as this winter, as never 
before, finding hornbeams gives 
you a very good chance of  finding 
that elusive finch!

While I never want to lose that 
sense of  open-mouthed wonder 
when it comes to the natural 
world there are also moments that 
give pause for thought when we 
realize all is not perhaps as it 
should be.

In the last 30 years, house 
sparrows, spotted flycatchers and 
swallows have vanished from my 

How to make your love of nature count

Great tits at the garden feeder . Photo: VISHNEVSKIY VASILY.

garden, both as breeders but also 
even as visitors.  It seems that, in 
the same way that we occasionally 
have to sit down as a married 
couple and work out how to make 
improvements when things aren’t 

working, we must also stop and 
work out our relationship with 
nature.

Birds and wildlife that might 
feel scarce in our area may turn 
out to be thriving elsewhere, 
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Campaigners tell Luton: 
‘Tackle existing plane noise 
before expanding airport’
A Harpenden campaign group is 
calling on Luton Airport to 
reduce the impact of air traffic 
noise and pollution on residents 
living below flight paths ahead 
of any expansion.

HarpendenSky urged MP  
Bim Afolami to raise the recently 
announced airport expansion 
plan during a recent debate in 
Parliament, and raised concerns 
that there is a conflict of  interest 
between Luton borough council 
owning the airport and being the 
planning authority.

The debate confirmed that the 
decision on planning would be 
made centrally by the planning 
inspectorate and not by the 
borough council.

HarpendenSky is also waiting 
for the results of  the CAA’s (Civil 
Aviation Authority) annual 
performance review, which 
includes tracking the number of  
noise complaints made since the 

introduction of  the RNAV 
navigation system in 2015, which 
narrowed the flight path and 
concentrated noise over a 
smaller area.

The campaigners are 
supporting actions put in place 
by the airport to reduce the 
impact of  aircraft noise. This 
includes the Luton Airspace 
Change Programme (ACP), 
which plans to further narrow 
the swathe of  air traffic and 
double the altitude of  flights 
over the rail line in south 
Harpenden.

According to HarpendenSky, 
Luton Airport is also in 
discussion with Heathrow and 
other airports to enable more 
westerly departure planes to 
turn west, away from 

Harpenden, rather than east as 
they do currently. This will be 
complemented by new ‘RNP’ 
technology that will enable more 
precise navigation. 

EasyJet and Wizz Air are 
phasing in new NEO aircraft, 
which are 50 per cent quieter 
than existing planes, but it will 
take time before the entire fleet 
is changed to NEO.

A spokesman for Luton 
Airport, in response to the 
campaign to reduce aircraft 
noise, said: “We continue to work 
with the community and all of  
our partners to explore ways of  
minimising the impact of  
aircraft noise.

“This includes working with 
representatives from local 
authorities and community 
groups to make improvements to 
existing flightpaths, and with 
airlines, to introduce newer, 
quieter aircraft to LLA as 
quickly as possible.”

ANNE SUSLAK

Anne.Suslak@archant.co.uk

however, the data is often 
revealing a decline on a national 
scale.  Swallows and house 
sparrows really are vanishing and 
spotted flycatchers have all but 
gone. The observations that I have 
made in my own garden over the 
years suddenly connect me to a 
wider world of  nature and a 
greater understanding for what 
may be at stake for the birds 
visiting my garden.

This weekend (January 27-29) is 
the RSPB’s Big Garden Birdwatch 
and an opportunity for everyone 
who has a garden, however small, 
to do some serious (but not 
onerous) data collecting and 
contribute to the latest snapshot 
of  the state of  our nation’s 
birdlife.  By spending just one 
hour recording what you see in 
your garden and submitting the 
data to the RSPB you will be 

making sure the national picture 
that emerges is as accurate as 
possible.

Equally it’s an opportunity to 
connect with your nearest green 
space and one that often gets 
overlooked most of  the week, 
especially at this cold time of  
year.  Gardens by their very 
definition are enclosed spaces but 
not to the birds that visit.  Instead 
they are vast arterial networks of  
greenery providing food, shelter 
and migratory routes for 
thousands of  birds right across 
urban spaces.

So switch off  the TV for an hour 
and tune in instead to the natural 
world on your doorstep – you may 
be surprised at just how many 
birds visit your garden in an hour.  
For more information and to 
participate in the Big Garden 
Birdwatch visit:  www.rspb.org.uk

Greenfinches have been hit by a massive decline over the last 10 years,and may well 
be put on the conservation Red List of endangered UK species.  Picture: STEVE ROUND
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