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Wildlife in Your Garden  

Dr. Stephen Head 

It was a very cold and frosty night when Dr Steve Head 

visited us for our January talk but a good number of 

members braved the weather to hear him talk about 

“Wild Creatures in Your Garden”.  

 

The photos were full of life and colour. He covered the 

whole range from invertebrates, amphibians and 

reptiles, through to birds and mammals.  

 

Invertebrates are the most important life in a garden. 

A study by Jenny Owen in her ordinary garden from 

1980 onwards revealed a total of 2,204 species in 34 

groups and there were many more groups she 

couldn’t study. It is estimated that about 8,450 species 

of insects alone could be in gardens. It is in invertebrates that one finds the real diversity. Steve noted that 

crickets and grasshoppers are not as numerous as they used to be and thinking it about it, I realised sadly how 

much less I hear them. With climate change, some butterflies 

and moths are moving northwards.  

 

Steve noted that the best thing to encourage wildlife in your 

garden is a pond and this is where vertebrates such as 

amphibians and reptiles can be encouraged, including of 

course and toads, but grass snakes also like ponds. Newts 

apparently like a rockery.   

 

There was plenty of birdlife to cover and after a short 

comparison of birds that enjoy our feeders, we realised that 

even in our village, different birds prefer different areas. Steve 

noted how important it is to clean bird feeders with detergent 

between filling them again and only fill enough for a few 

days, to reduce the chance of diseases being spread. Two facts he provided that struck me were that 

sparrows have declined by around 50% but there is no clear indication why this is happening, and wren 

populations crash in a hard winter.  

 

Amongst the mammals we discovered that hedgehog populations are declining, probably due to fenced 

gardens and pesticides. Steve reminded us not to feed them milk and bread but rather cat food, peanuts, 

meat and cheese (and they’ll be better fed than us!). Rats are not all bad as he noted that they turn his 
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compost over. Badgers, rabbits, foxes and muntjacs come under the pest section – but the latter make good 

eating!  

 

At the end of his colourful and detailed presentation, Steve 

concluded that gardens are rich and beautiful places full of 

mysterious creatures. Enjoy them!  

 

If you want to delve a bit more into this subject, try the Wildlife 

Gardening Forum at https://www.wlgf.org/  

 

He also recommended two books: Garden Wildlife and Gardening 

for Wildlife. 

Eleanor O’Connor 

 
2025 Programme Error 

Sadly, the date on the programme, sent with membership cards earlier this month, is incorrect, its headed 

2024!  The programme is currently being reprinted and will be available for collection at future meetings or 

can be downloaded here 

 

Next Month’s Meeting – 13th February 7.45 for 8.00 pm 

The Subtle Art and Exact Science of Pruning – Tim Walker 

 
Once again, we will be joined by Tim Walker, a popular speaker and former 

resident of Chalfont St Giles, who studied Botany at Oxford University and is now 

a lecturer there. 

For many people pruning is as bewildering as potions were to the young Harry 

Potter but armed with the 10 principles in this talk you will never fear pruning 

again.  In addition to these principles I look at the various classes of pruning with 

many examples of trees & shrubs commonly found in gardens. 

 

M’s Action Diary for January 

• Cut back deciduous grasses such as Miscanthus. 

• Sprinkle pelleted chicken manure under hedges.  

• Prune winter-flowering shrubs ie Winter Jasmine, once they have finished 

flowering 

• Mulch borders with well-rotted organic materials such as mushroom 

compost, garden compost or bark chips. 

• Prune wisteria by cutting back laterals and side shoots to 2 or 3 buds. Thin 

out congested spurs by removing excess spurs. 

• Plant lily bulbs in pots to flower in the summer. 

• Boost fruit trees with Sulphate of Potash, Growmore or chicken manure 

pellets. 

• Speed up your compost heap by turning the cool outer layers into the 

middle. 

• Keep feeding wild birds and providing them with fresh water.  Clean containers frequently to avoid 

spreading infection. 
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Green Gardening Tip – Winter Flowers offer Valuable Nectar 

 
Winter flowers can add colour and fragrance to an otherwise drab garden. Hardy plants that thrive in cold 

temperatures can be planted in beds or containers, 

brightening up your outdoor space. Not only do they 

add aesthetic beauty, but winter flowers also provide 

vital nectar for early bees and pollinators, maintaining 

the ecological balance in your garden. Primroses, 

winter jasmine, and snowdrops are excellent choices 

for January as are winter-flowering heathers, clematis 

and honeysuckle. However, bedding plants such as 

winter flowering pansies are of no use – they either 

have no pollen or nectar or bees can't access it. For 

more info see Plant to help bees through winter into 

spring | BBC Gardeners World Magazine 

 

What to do with your old (real) Christmas tree 
In your own garden: 

• Let it rot – the soft wood rots away disappearing into the soil within a year or two 

• Shred it for mulch - Shreddings make a good mulch for shrubs and  

• Chop it and stack it to  feed and shelter wildlife while it decays 

• Create a dead hedge composed of packed prunings held in place with stout posts, Christmas 

trees will make a good filler. 

 

Other ideas 

• Give it to a goat!  Did you know, Christmas trees are actually a highly nutritious treat for goats, 

donkeys, alpacas and some zoo animals?  

 

• Contribute it to coastal erosion projects.  Did you know that at various locations around the UK 

coast, including Lancashire, Cornwall and Ayrshire, organisations such as the Wildlife Trust and 

National Trust host annual Christmas tree planting events, where real Christmas trees are collected 

and used to stabilise sand dunes and create sea defences. 

 

For more information see What to do with your old Christmas tree / RHS Gardening 

 

RSPB Bag Garden Birdwatch  

 
Don’t forget to sign up for the RSPB Big Garden Birdwatch 

which takes place next weekend 24-26 January. Just 

spend an hour counting and recording the birds that visit 

your garden or any open space, and submit your results 

online or by post. It’s easy and fun!  Click on the image 

for more information.  
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Planned Outings for 2025 

 
We’re currently planning outings to Kiftsgate and Hidcote Gardens in June and Coton Manor and either 

Cottesbrook or Castle Ashby in August.  We are also hoping to arrange another outing to Highgrove – 

priority will be given to those who were disappointed last year. We will once again be joining forces with 

Chalfont St Peter Garden Club – they will be arranging a further two outings. 

Details for all outings will be shared as soon as they are confirmed. 

 

Snowdrop Festivals 
 

Snowdrops are a sure sign that warmer weather is on the 

way and  are regarded as a symbol of hope and new 

beginnings. The National Garden Scheme’s year starts with 

gardens that feature Snowdrop and Spring Flower gardens 

and many National Trust gardens have dazzling displays of 

this popular little plant – one of my favourites is Anglesey 

Abbey.  At a recent committee meeting, it was suggested 

that some of us might like to invite members to visit our 

gardens to see these little beauties – watch this space!  

Additionally, Karen Hall has shared these details of a 

snowdrop open garden in Chesham on 23rd February. 

Best places to see snowdrops | National Trust 

Dates for your diary: early openers 2025 - National 

Garden Scheme 
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