
  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Founded 1867 
 

NEWSLETTER No. 106 
 

December 2015 
 

Charity No. 1092496 
 

CARDIFF NATURALISTS’ SOCIETY 



2 

 

LIST OF OFFICERS 2015/2016 

Immediate past President 
Roger Milton 

 

President 
 Christopher Franks 

 

Secretary 
Mike Dean 

36 Rowan Way, Cardiff CF14 0TD 
029 20756869 

secretary@cardiffnaturalists.org.uk 
 

Treasurer (and ac�ng Membership Secretary) 
Dr. Joan Andrews 

Rothbury Co,age, Mill Road, Dinas Powys CF64 4BT 
treasurer@cardiffnaturalists.org.uk 

 

Indoor Mee�ngs Secretary 
Hilary Wicks 
029 20257012 

indoor@cardiffnaturalists.org.uk 
 

Field Mee�ngs Coordinator 
Bruce McDonald 

5 Walston Close, Wenvoe 
outdoor@cardiffnaturalists.org.uk 

 

Membership Secretary 
Dannii Roberts 

membership@cardiffnaturalists.org.uk 
 

Newsle er Editor 
Stephen No4ngham 

stephen@cardiffnaturalists.org.uk 
 

Also on Council 
Mary Salter, Gill Barter, Marie Makepeace, Andy Kendall 

 

 
h p://www.cardiffnaturalists.org.uk 
h p://cardiffnaturalists.blogspot.com 

www.facebook.com/groups/CardiffNaturalists 
Twi er: @CardiffNats 

 

Cover photo: Lavernock Point by Mary Salter (see pages 8-11) 



3 

 

Wishing all CNS members a very Merry Christmas and a 
Happy New Year 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Wren by 
Paul Bowden 

 
Outdoor Meeting 

 
Sunday 10 January 2016 
Annual Cardiff Birdwatch 
Led by Rob and Linda Nottage 
Meet 10 am in Wild Gardens Road, Roath, at the top of Roath 
Park Lake (CF23 5QX). The day will start with a walk around 
the lake. Bring a packed lunch if you are staying for the after-
noon, when we will move to another location in Cardiff. 
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Indoor Meetings 
 
Regular meetings: Room 0.23, Cardiff School of Management, 
Metropolitan University, Llandaff Campus, Western Avenue, 
Cardiff CF5 2YB. 
Joint meetings (25 February and 28 March 2016), with the 
Cardiff group of Wildlife Trust South and West Wales and the 
Cardiff University Student Wildlife Trust: The Wallace Lecture 
Theatre (0.13), Cardiff University, Park Place, Cardiff.  
All meetings begin at 7.30pm. 
 
Wednesday 16th December  2015 
Xmas Bash: includes a picture quiz with Linda and Rob Nottage.  
 
Monday 18 January 2016 
Members’ evening 
CNS members’ short illustrated presentations. 
 
Thursday 28 January 
Daniel Jenkins-Jones: A Year in the Life of RSPB Cymru 
This talk will look at RSPB Cymru’s work in 2015, including the 
latest news on its conservation work, the breeding success of 
protected bird species, and its political campaigns. There will 
also be exciting news about RSPB’s new ‘Giving Nature a Home 
in Cardiff’ project. 
 
Monday 15 February 
Judith Oakley: Seashore - the hidden intertidal life of Welsh 
rocky shores 
The narrow area lying between the highest and lowest tidemarks 
on the shore is called the intertidal or littoral zone. This area can 
shelter an astonishing diversity of plant and animal life, 
especially in rock pools or under boulders. Inhabitants of the 
rocky shore must survive rapidly changing environmental 
conditions. Due to the extreme tidal range and the underlying  
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geology, there is no better place than South Wales for 
discovering life on a rocky shore at low tide. So come with Judith 
on a Seashore Safari and prepare to be amazed!   
 
Thursday 25 February 
Dr Neil Price: The Invertebrates of Brownfield Sites 
In this joint meeting, Dr Price discusses research being done on 
brownfield sites in south Wales. Despite being “man-made”, they 
can develop a rich biodiversity and are being increasingly 
recognised for their conservation value. The speaker, a Principal 
Ecologist at David Clements Ecology, talks about the brownfield 
sites he has surveyed. 
 
Wednesday 16 March 
Helen Mills: Dunraven Park, Garden and Heritage Coast 
A talk about the Glamorgan Heritage Coast and what is done to 
manage it. Helen Mills says her organisation has four main aims: 
to help local landowners and managers provide responsible 
access to the Coast; to deliver education and interpretation; to 
conserve and enhance biodiversity; and to protect the unique 
landscape quality of the Glamorgan Heritage Coast. The talk will 
be illustrated with photos showing the wildlife, geology, ecology 
and management of the coast.  
 
Monday 28 March 
Bioscience Prize 2016 award 
Cardiff Naturalists’ Society present the annual Bioscience Prize, 
in memory of Prof Ursula Henriques, for the best 2nd year 
fieldwork project in the Biosciences Dept, Cardiff University. Joint 
meeting in Wallace Theatre. 
 
Please look online for further information and for additions 
to the CNS Indoor and Outdoor Meetings programmes: 
http://cardiffnaturalists.blogspot.co.uk/p/programme.html 
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Dr Mary Gillham Data Archive Project 
 
SEWBReC has been successful in securing a grant of just under 
£60,000 from the Heritage Lottery Fund for a two-year project 
entitled 'A Dedicated Naturalist: Dr Mary Gillham Data Archive 
Project'. 
 
The project will employ a Project Officer, who will help recruit and 
train more than 40 volunteers. An estimated 140,000 biological 
records will be extracted from the archive, with the most important 
documents being digitized. The project will also inspire the public 
through a travelling exhibition, a website and social media, oral 
history interviews from people who knew Mary, guided walks, field 
days and public bio-blitzes, and talks to schools and local groups. 
 
In addition, a botany mentorship scheme will be established to 
train future botanists, two of Mary’s previously un-published books 
will be e-published, and the future of the archive will be secured 
through its permanent housing at the Glamorgan Archives. 
 
For further information contact Adam Rowe (SEWBReC): 
adam.rowe@sewbrec.org.uk 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dr Mary Gillham 
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In addition to thanking the Heritage Lottery Fund, SEWBReC 
thanked organisations who enabled them to appoint a Project 
Officer: Wales Biodiversity Partnership, Wildlife Trust for South 
and West Wales, and Merthyr Tydfil County Borough Council. 
They also extended their thanks to the organisations who helped 
them put together the successful Lottery Heritage Fund bid, 
including Cardiff Naturalists’ Society.  
 
You can follow developments concerning this and other stories of 
interest to the Society on Twitter, by following @CardiffNats  (ed.). 

 
National Lottery win for the Gwent Levels 

 
Also announced in November was a £6 million investment from 
the Heritage Lottery Fund, to be shared between the Gwent 
Levels and two other heritage and wildlife areas in Wales. The 
Living Levels project will use the funding to further its work with 
volunteers, farmers and communities to increase wildlife-friendly 
management in the Gwent Levels and to increase people’s 
awareness of the area’s unique features. Gwent Wildlife Trust’s 
Magor Marsh site, visited by CNS this summer, is part of this 
area.  
 

Pine Marten reintroduced to Wales 
 
The Vincent Wildlife Trust sent CNS their recent newsletter, 
containing information on their Pine Marten Recovery Project. The 
first 14 animals were recently moved from Scotland to their new 
home in Wales; coming from several Forestry Commission sites in 
the Highlands. VWT are working with Chester Zoo, the Woodland 
Trust, PTES, and POLECAT on this project. All the animals are 
fitted with radio collars and are being tracked to study their 
behaviour.  
Find out more: 
http://www.pine-marten-recovery-project.org.uk/ 
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LAVERNOCK POINT AND COSMESTON LAKES 
Saturday 5 September 2015 

Text and photos by Mary Salter 
 
Our arrival at Lavernock Point Nature Reserve more or less 
coincided with that of a friendly group of survival experts (better 
known as Zombies!) so we were guaranteed a safe morning’s 
excursion. Nine of our members were met at the entrance in Fort 
Road by Jeff Curtis and one of his eleven-strong team of 
volunteers. Jeff (below) is the Volunteer Warden of the reserve and 
has worked tirelessly over many years to create the haven for 
wildlife, and especially butterflies, that it is today. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We set off along 
a narrow footpath, 
which led us down through flower-filled meadows to a newly-
enlarged pond at the bottom of the slope. On the way we spotted 
two Painted Lady butterflies, as well as Small White and Meadow 
Brown, and Jeff started to explain the management plan for the 
reserve. Work parties take place every Friday and the volunteers’ 
tasks include creating and widening paths, cutting back brambles, 
restricting the growth of invasive plants and clearing different 
patches of scrub on a rotational basis to create a succession of 
wildlife-friendly habitats.  A large mower pulled by a quadbike is 
used for cutting large areas but the volunteers are also taught how 
to use scythes.  
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The previous Warden was John Zehetmayr, whom many of us 
may remember as he led many a butterfly walk for wildlife groups 
in the Cardiff area. He died in 2009 and a beautifully-carved oak 
bench has been placed near the pond in his memory. Many 
different species of dragonfly have been seen here, but today only 
a Common Darter, although we added Small Copper, Small 
Tortoiseshell and Speckled Wood to our list of butterflies. 
Apparently Purple Hairstreak can be seen on balmy July evenings 
flying around the tops of the Oak trees opposite the entrance. 
 
Jeff explained that he had suggested this walk in September, as 
the wildflower meadows are still so colourful here at this time of 
the year – a tapestry of blues, yellows, pinks and whites, including 
such plants as Fleabane, Agrimony, Angelica, Hardhead (Black 
Knapweed), Meadowsweet, Hemp Agrimony, Bristly Ox-tongue, 
Water Mint, Red Bartsia and a veritable carpet of Devil’s Bit 
Scabious (below, with Green-veined and Small White butterflies). 
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We walked up the field and through a small copse until we 
reached the 2nd World War gun emplacements and associated 
buildings which Cadw paid to have cleared of brambles. The 
Command Post nearby has had shutters fitted to prevent raves 
taking place at night! A good place to see Common Blue 
butterflies is in the shelter of the Powder Magazine and we also 
spotted Large, Small and Green-veined White near here. 
 
The sun went in as we stopped for a coffee break by the 
Searchlight on top of the cliff above St. Mary’s Well Bay. As we 
waited for it to re-emerge, Jeff pointed out Dyer’s Greenweed and 
a rare specimen of the True Service Tree (Sorbus domestica) on 
the very edge of the cliff. The seed heads of Common Spotted 
Orchid abounded and anthills were all around us. After a brief 
flurry of rain the sun came out and we walked back through the 
buildings and copse, spotting a Holly Blue to add to the list. 
Jeff suddenly became very excited as he had seen a Giant 
Puffball half-hidden in the vegetation on the edge of a depression 
in the ground. The Puffball (below) was apparently a first-ever for 
the reserve! The depression turned out to be a German bomb 
crater, one of three at Lavernock Point. 
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Lunch was calling, so we returned to our cars past a patch of 
evergreen Spurge Laurel (Daphne laureola), and spent a 
pleasant half-hour conversing in the sunshine. A small group 
reconvened after lunch at Cosmeston Lakes, where we set off 
along the boardwalk for a circular walk of about two and a half 
miles. We stopped to watch a shoal of Rudd and a single Golden 
Orfe below one of the platforms on the edge of the lake and 
noted a Great Crested Grebe and a Heron in the distance. 
 
A carpet of Yellow-wort covered an area of grassland created 
when the former tip was filled in after quarrying finished in about 
1978. Limestone plants spread across the area, seeded by those 
which had been left undisturbed along the margins, and this is 
now known as the Paddock. Here Jeff pointed out the rarest plant 
of our visit, Lesser Centaury, unfortunately no longer in flower.  
Its larger relative, Common Centaury, was also present.  The last 
species of butterfly seen on the day, a Gatekeeper, was spotted 
near the entrance to the Paddock. 
 
Our route took us past the Dragonfly Pond and into Cogan Wood.  
Unfortunately the sun had deserted us so few insects were to be 
seen. Jeff sprinkled birdseed on a large fallen tree trunk beside 
the woodland path where birds are regularly fed, but there were 
no takers. Apparently mornings are better. Further along the path 
we tried to gain access to four small ponds on the right but the 
entrance was overgrown so we carried on until we emerged from 
the wood onto a large area of open meadow, at the bottom of 
which runs Sully Brook. A community orchard has been planted 
at the top of the slope, along with an experimental patch of 
wildflower meadow, at present dominated by Ragwort. 
 
We made our way down the grassy slope, crossed the stream 
and returned to the Visitor Centre via the Mediaeval Village.     
 
Our thanks to Jeff for a very enjoyable and informative day. 
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Hedgehog rescue and conservation 
Text and photo by Stephen Nottingham 

 
On Monday 12 October, Erica Dixon from Hedgehog Helpline 
talked to us about hedgehogs. She introduced Poppy, who was 
blinded following a head injury. She lives in Erica’s enclosed 
garden and accompanies her on educational visits. Erica talked 
about the range of injuries suffered by hedgehogs brought into 
the rescue centre, for example, caused by strimmers, dogs, 
bonfires, garden netting, discarded rubbish, and road traffic 
collisions (as was the case for Poppy). The centre treats the 
animals (e.g. rehydration, stitches, antibiotics, and also for ticks 
and diseases) and returns them to the wild whenever possible.  
 
Hedgehogs were once a common sight in British gardens, but 
numbers have declined from an estimated 30 million in the 
1950s to less than 1 million today. This decline is due to natural 
habitat destruction, intensive farming practices, pesticides 
(including slug pellets and poisons likely to pass up the food 
chain), and changes in garden design in new housing 
developments. Despite this decline, hedgehogs have no legal 
protection, other than that through animal cruelty legislation.  
 
Gardens are an important refuge for hedgehogs, and Erica 
outlined things that can be done to encourage them. It is 
important that cow’s milk or bread are not put out for them 
(they are lactose intolerant and a special formula is used at the 
rescue centre). However, water and cat or dog food are ok, 
while access to and from gardens (e.g. hole in the fence) and 
the provision of shelters (bricks and a slab on top) or nestboxes 
are beneficial. 
 
For more information on Hedgehog Helpline, visit:  
http://www.hedgehoghelpline.org.uk/ 
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Erica Dixon and Poppy 

 
Urban Buzz 

 
The charity Buglife launched ‘Cardiff Urban Buzz’ at the Chapter 
Arts Centre on  24 Nov 2015. Cardiff is one of eight ‘Buzzing 
Cities’ across the UK, in this project that aims to benefit 
pollinators and people. Funded by a Biffa Award (from landfill 
tax), the Heritage Lottery Fund and other organisations, it will 
create pollinator habitats, such as wildflower meadows, and 
engage with a diverse range of people, groups and 
organisations. The project will provide volunteers with training 
and experience in the field of habitat creation, habitat 
assessment, and conservation practice. Cardiff Naturalists’ 
Society was represented at the launch and have expressed an 
interest in being involved in ‘Cardiff Urban Buzz’. 
 
For further information contact Michelle Bales: 
michelle.bales@buglife.org.uk 
 
www.buglife.org.uk 
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Bioscience Prize 2015 
 
The Bioscience Prize is awarded annually, in the memory 
of former member Prof Ursula Henriques, for the best 2nd-
year fieldwork project in the Bioscience Department, Cardiff 
University. Andy Kendall presented Zoe Melvin with the 
2015 award (below) at the meeting on Mon 28 Sept, during 
which Zoe gave her talk on mosquitoes in Borneo. 
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Biting Bugs in the Bornean Jungle 
Text and photos by Zoe Melvin 

 
It all started with a group of Cardiff students waiting impatiently in 
Heathrow airport. We knew what was coming: not at the other 
end, that was a surprise; but we knew that we were in for a 
lengthy journey. It started with a 14 hour flight – the longest fight I 
have ever been on – to Kuala Lumpur followed by a few hours in 
the airport and then another three hour flight. When we finally 
touched down in Borneo it felt around 100 degrees and we had 
an hour and a half bus journey still to go. This turned out to be 
the most eye-opening bus journey of my life. As we drove, I 
looked out of the window and all I saw were palm oil plantations, 
in every direction, as far as the eye could see. It was devastating. 
Borneo is losing its rainforest at an alarming rate, around twice 
as fast as other tropical forests. In 1975, Borneo’s rainforest 
cover stood at 73.3% but by 2005 had dropped to 50.4%. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The view from the airplane as 
we entered Borneo 
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The Danau Girang Field Centre is situated in Sabah, an area 
suffering heavily from deforestation. Between 1973 and 2010, 
39.5% of forest has been lost to selective logging, fire, and 
conversion to oil palm and timber plantations. But Danau Girang 
is lucky to be in a part of Sabah where some rainforest still 
remains.  
 
As soon as we stepped into the boat, we were surrounded by 
the incredible Bornean rainforest. The oldest rainforest in the 
world, it is brim-full with a huge diversity of species. We were 
headed along the Kinabatangan River, a real wild, rugged river 
and it was overwhelmingly beautiful. Within the first few minutes 
we saw several bird species, including a rhinoceros hornbill, a 
few crocodiles and a troop of long-tailed macaques (below).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On arrival we were 
seated in an air-conditioned room, already dripping with sweat, 
waiting to be told what was in store for us. Our accommodation 
was basic shared rooms with metal-frame bunk beds and shared 
bathroom facilities. This would be home for the next 15 days. 
Most of us got changed into fresh clothes, which turned out to be 
completely futile, as we sweated relentlessly at every time of 
day. We were told to shower several times a day, and I can see 
why.  
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There was a short walk between our bedrooms and the main room 
where we would eat and work – it seemed harmless at first but we 
were soon told a few horror stories about what to look out for when 
walking the path, especially at night! Elephants had been seen 
lurking in the trees and deadly snakes sometimes liked to share 
the walkway. 
 
Our first day consisted of jungle first aid and safety training, then it 
was time to sink our teeth into the biology. Our first week consisted 
of a different activity each day to experience the breadth of 
research conducted at Danau Girang. We did vegetation surveys, 
mist netting of birds, primate surveys and butterfly surveys. There 
were also optional (but of course you’re going to do them!) 
activities including climbing up into the canopy, night-time 
crocodile surveys (below) and collared slow lorises tracking, and a 
night walk on which I was lucky enough to see a tarsier. We also 
had daily lectures from the students working at Danau Girang 
about their research.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 After the first week, we split 
into groups and designed 
our own small projects. My partner Liam and I had the idea of 
studying mosquitoes. While not the most glamorous thing to study, 
we reasoned that it would enable us to get a large amount of data 
in a short period of time since they are EVERYWHERE. It would 
also allow us to study a topical issue with medical relevance. 
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We were the first field course group ever to study mosquitoes, 
so it was unknown as to how successful our research project 
would be. Firstly, we had to come up with a question. We 
wanted to investigate why mosquitoes occur when and where 
they do. Everyone seems have their own theory, but we want-
ed to test it scientifically. So we needed a way to measure 
mosquito abundance.  
 
We scratched our heads for a while and then decided to try us-
ing butterfly nets. After a few trial runs testing different tech-
niques we managed to trap some mosquitoes. There was a 
chance that smaller mosquito species may have been lost 
through the holes in the net but this was unavoidable.  
 
Once we had proved our collection method worked, it was time 
to decide which variables might affect mosquito numbers and 
how to test them. The first and most obvious one was time of 
day, so we planned to do mosquito collections four times a 
day: at 7am, 12.00 noon, 5pm and 10pm. We also wanted to 
measure the effect of environment, so we set up two 200 me-
tre transects, one along the main path situated in a fairly open 
area and in a riparian zone, and another a little deeper into the 
forest in a seasonally inundated area.  
 
We recorded information about each transect: canopy cover by 
taking pictures at intervals along the transect and analyzing 
them on a computer program called Image J; the weather at 
the time, broadly categorized into sunny, cloudy or raining; and 
the presence or absence of standing water. We also investigat-
ed the effect of climate on mosquitoes using daily maximum 
and minimum temperatures and  humidity data collected by 
Danau Girang. We had a theory that mosquitoes may be found 
in higher abundance near areas of high human concentration, 
as female mosquitoes need vertebrate blood for their eggs to 
develop. Therefore we decided to compare mosquito abun-
dance on the two paths accounting for differences in environ-
ment. 
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Our project was starting to come together. But of course we 
wanted to make life harder for ourselves: we decided to also col-
lect the mosquitoes we trapped in the net using a pooter, so that 
we could store them in ethanol and look at them under the micro-
scope in the lab to determine diversity and species richness.  
 
We had to fashion ourselves a pooter out of a pipe and some 
gauze, but it seemed to work and so we set out for our first day 
of data collection. I was nominated to be the mosquito bait, and 
walked along the transect while Liam walked behind me swinging 
the net in a horizontal figure of eight motion so that any captured 
mosquitoes could not escape. At the end of each transect, the 
top of the net would be flipped, trapping the mosquitoes, and 
then came the hard part. Capturing the mosquitoes in the pooter 
without them escaping took skill, patience and big lungs. They 
would be sucked up into the tube and would be trapped against 
the gauze, then the tube was moved into the ethanol where the 
mosquitoes would be blown out of the tube and into the alcohol. 
It was inevitable that during this process some would be lost, so 
we would conduct a count of the number of mosquitoes in the net 
before attempting moving them into ethanol to get a true repre-
sentation of abundance. This process was repeated for both tran-
sects, at least three times a day as most of the night time collec-
tions could not be performed due to heavy rain. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Example of a photograph of one 
of the mosquito morphotypes taken 
through the lens of a stereo microscope 
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A total of 838 mosquitoes were collected in ethanol and sorting 
them by species, or even genus, was extremely difficult. You 
generally have to be an expert, and also have access to a much 
better microscope than we did. Instead we created our own 
morphotypes based on physical features of the mosquitoes and 
categorized them using this instead. This gave us an idea of the 
diversity of mosquitoes as well as the abundance. Each 
morphotype was photographed and recorded for later 
classification.  
 
Thankfully, after all that work, we found some interesting results. 
Rainfall and humidity data did not vary enough over the four 
days of the experiment to show a relationship with our 
dependent variables, however other studies have show that 
climate may affect mosquitoes’ fecundity and survival rate as 
well as impacting on epidemiologically important factors such as 
blood-feeding behaviour (Hay et al. 2000). Canopy cover also 
showed no effect on mosquito diversity, richness or abundance 
but this result may again be due to a lack of variation in canopy 
cover measurements. Not many studies have focused on the 
effect of canopy cover on mosquito communities but it affects 
temperature, light intensity and humidity and could therefore 
influence mosquitos in a predictable way.  
 
Standing water significantly increased richness and appeared to 
cause an increase in abundance although not significantly. 
Standing water is very important in mosquito reproduction and 
an overall lack of standing water during the study may have 
masked its influence on mosquito communities.  
 
Time of day had a substantial effect on mosquito communities 
characteristics. Abundance and richness were significantly 
higher in the morning and evening than in the afternoon. This 
was the case for both paths. Time of day had a highly significant 
effect on the diversity of rare morphotypes but not on common 
morphotypes.  
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This perhaps suggests that the common morphotypes are more 
generalist and can survive equally well at different times of the 
day whereas rare morphotypes are present in a higher number at 
certain times of the day that they are adapted to. These results 
support those of other studies that suggest that daily activity pat-
terns in mosquitoes are species specific and have a genetic ba-
sis. It has been suggested that mosquitoes have genetically de-
termined internal circadian rhythms, reset daily by changes in 
light intensity (Clements 1999; Meireles-Filho and Kyriacou 
2013). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph showing the mean number of mosquitoes caught per sampling 
run at four times of the day on two different path types  
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Mosquito abundance was significantly higher on the jungle path 
compared to the manmade path at all times of the day. Both 
richness and diversity also appeared to be higher on the jungle 
trail than the manmade path. This is despite there being a 
smaller human presence on the jungle trail. This reveals 
interesting information about the priorities of mosquitoes. They 
may prefer the jungle trail because it is less disturbed and 
provides them with more resting sites and more plants as a 
source of nutrition. The higher diversity on the jungle trail may 
arise from the higher variety of niches available, supporting a 
wider variety of mosquito species. 

 
Bar chart showing a higher abundance and number of morphotypes 
on the jungle trail compared to the man-made path.  
 
Although we cannot determine causal relationships between all 
of these variables, these results suggest the role of certain 
factors on influencing mosquito abundance, diversity and 
richness. It is likely that all of the factors are interlinked.  
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Mosquitoes are vectors of several fatal diseases. In 2012 there 
was an estimated 207 million cases of malaria (World Health 
Organisation 2013) and an estimated 50 million dengue fever 
infections occurring every year (World Health Organisation 2009). 
Studying what factors affect mosquito abundance and diversity 
has important epidemiological implications and may allow us to 
predict and more importantly prevent outbreaks of deadly 
diseases transmitted by mosquitoes. Also understanding the 
effect of these factors on different species is vital, as not all 
mosquito species are pathological agents.  
 
Finally I would like to say thank you to all of the academics and 
staff involved in running the field course. I had an amazing time 
and learnt invaluable skills. I would also like to thank the Cardiff 
Naturalists’ Society for awarding me the Ursula Henriques prize.  
It was totally unexpected. 
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The Curious Case of the Shrinking Violet 
Text and photos by Bruce McDonald 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Vaguely familiar? 
You know how it is, you see something that rings a bell but you 
can't quite put a finger on it. In amongst the dunes between 
Rhossili and Broughton beaches on Gower were some low 
patches of a plant shown in the photo. Some individual plants, 
some clumps with trailing stems. Not much to go on, so take a 
photo and consult the books. Nothing obvious in the books so 
have a look at the photos. A few pieces (small: just 2 mm) of 
something withered and rust-coloured. Close-up on these - just 
shrivelled, well, could be anything. Hang on - alongside these a 
flower! Tiny - I could not even see them when looking at the 
plants in the dunes. Quite distinctive but odd. Back to the books 
- nothing. 
 
Call in the experts. A quick response from Julian Woodman - 
some sort of Violet. Of course; no wonder the leaves were 
familiar. Also a little way back along the flower stem a couple of 
very small bracteoles - another Viola clue. More research - 
possibly a hybrid? There are tables of hybrids on the 
Wildflowerfinder website. But nothing really fits the bill.  
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And the odd puzzle - if they were hybrids would one not expect to 
see some parent plants around? Find an Oxlip (the hybrid) and 
you are bound to see some Primroses and Cowslips in the 
vicinity. But here - nothing. The only Violas were Wild Pansies 
and they bore few resemblances to our specimens. So, back to 
the dunes for some further observations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another 
observation. On one plant a seed pod - suggests viability. 
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A rough count. About 30 plants in an area of 20 square metres - 
they seem to be prospering. Another look at the stems - runners! 
But are they rooting? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Take a small 
plant and tease it out of the sand - possible rhizome? 
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All the plants seem to be like this - are they all connected? Short 
of digging up a couple of sand dunes we will not know. 
 
Hmmm! Where now? More Google delving and then, Eureka! A 
website image of a flower looking very similar to ours and the 
magic word 'Cleistogamous'. Wikipedia is on hand to clarify - 
“Cleistogamy or automatic self-pollination describes the trait 
of certain plants to propagate by using non-opening self-
pollinating flowers. Especially well known in peanuts, peas and 
beans this behaviour is most widespread in the grass family. 
However, the largest genus of cleistogamous plants is actually 
Viola” - voila!  
 
The opposite is Chasmogamy with open flowers, nectar and 
pollen but this is relatively expensive in terms of energy.  
 
Wikipedia goes on to comment that Cleistogamy often occurs in 
unfavourable sites or adverse conditions. Heavy grazing by 
livestock or deer or shortage of light may bring on a bout of self-
pollination. So the probability is that these violets have become 
cleistogamous because they are growing in nutrient-poor sand-
dunes.  
 
Where next? Take a specimen and grow it on in a more nutritious 
loam - if 'normal' violets appear that will tend to support the 
argument, as well as helping to clarify which variety this is. Also 
check earlier in the year to see if they do produce conventional 
flowers in the dunes before reverting to cleistogamy in late 
summer.  
 
===== 
 
Deadline for next newsletter: Friday 4 March 2016 
 
Correction: On page 9 of the previous newsletter (No. 105), the 
binomial names should read: Cantharis pellucida and Alabonia 
geoffrella. 
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