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Foreword 
From the Chair

Hi friends!
How is everyone faring – well I hope. It’s early May and for the first 
time since the lockdown started I took a walk through Great Woar 
Copse and the meadow in New Milton. Wow - I didn’t expect so 
much colour and activity. Being May, I thought bluebell season had 
long-gone. But no, they are at their peak in the wood. Also alkanet, 
with its strong blue flowers. Foxgloves are about to burst out. And 
birds are toing and froing every which way! The tadpoles are also 
doing ok in the backed-up pool. 

I have a pair of blackbirds nesting in the tiny garden behind the 
shop for the first time. Wonderful to watch them taking turns to 
fetch worms and spiders for their young. Also, there are pigeons 
and a pair of sparrows nesting in the leaning hawthorn looking over 
Jane’s fence. So cutting that back will have to wait till the autumn. 
Anyone else got birds nesting at home?

Anyway, I hope this finds you all fit and well despite the difficult 
circumstances. I’ve been mostly staying in Christchurch and walk-
ing the marsh and meadow and watching wildlife - new foals being 
born, swans sitting on their nests, geese, terns, bats, martins, cuck-
oos, and the sweet scent of hawthorn and wildflowers. A beautiful 
time of year in nature. 
Here’s hoping we can return to our marsh work together soon. If 
directives change, we may get a new name: Friends of Stanpit Mask!
 
Lastly, a thumbs-up health tip - I hear that the chemicals in red wine 
and chocolate strengthen the immune system against viruses!

Keep well and stay safe.
Alan

Covid-19 update : Due to the current pandemic’s social-distancing guide-
lines we have cancelled all FOSM events until the guidance is updated to per-
mit social gatherings. Hopefully things will improve before too long and we 
can all meet up again. In the meantime we’ll have to communicate with you 
electronically, so for the present this issue of the newsletter will be sent out 
in PDF format to those for whom we have an email address, and will also be 
available for download from the FOSM website.

- Alan Hopking
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Warden’s 
Snippets  

All activities on Stanpit had to be postponed at the start of 
the lockdown period and the Visitor Centre has remained 
closed to both staff and visitors. Staff were initially rede-
ployed to the BCP Together We Can programme, helping 
the most vulnerable residents. Although still working from 
home as their base, since June all staff are now deployed 
again full-time outdoors, together with some of the volun-
teers.

Staff update

There was a considerable increase in the use of Stanpit dur-
ing this period, particularly by cyclists, who previously were 
a rare sight. Lots of visitors also appear to have found the 
site for the first time (so might be unaware of the rules) and 
we have had more reports of land-based disturbance. How-
ever, water craft usage was virtually nil for a period, result-
ing in clearer water and less disturbance along the shores, 
though kayaks and paddleboards became more abundant 
later (the buoys were cleaned and realigned to deter them 
from landing). Obviously this disruption is all short-term 
and although hard to control in the circumstances, the eas-
ing of lockdown does seem to be bringing a degree of nor-
mality.

Site use

There are now 12 new foals on site, all healthy. As usual for 
this time of year, the Priory Marsh herd returned on 18th 
April. There are currently 7 animals on site. All animals are 
being checked at least once daily and in reality, more often 
(many thanks to Zena!).

Ponies

- Robin Harley
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We had two pairs of oystercatchers successfully nesting this 
season. Unfortunately one pair lost their eggs (possibly to 
predation), and the second nest was lost to rising water. We 
did get a further nest with two eggs on South Marsh,
but stop press is that these are also now lost.

Oystercatchers

I am pleased to report that two new seats were placed on 
Crouch Hill, and the Dorothy Baker bench has also been re-
stored and returned. Two bridges on the main track have 
also been repaired.

Seating

Unfortunately we were not able to finish our new wildlife 
pond due to the lockdown and materials not arriving. Lucki-
ly the ‘hole’ was at a stage where it could be safely left. We 
did manage to finish planting our trees and (apart from two 
that have disappeared) we are keeping a close eye on these 
and watering when we can. The site as a whole is certainly 
growing wilder as time goes on and continues to be a pop-
ular destination and a good location for social distancing.

The planned entomological survey of the Marsh in 2020 has 
been postponed for a year due to the Coronavirus restric-
tions”.

Riversmeet Meadow

Survey

Lockdown has delayed our fencing (and other) plans some-
what but the replacement boundary fence was installed on 
Priory Marsh just in time to make it secure for grazing. The 
new fenced area for bird nesting on Mudeford Sandbank 
was also completed in time. However, the new fence around 
Riversmeet Meadow will now be installed later in the year.

Fencing



Photograph by Paul Turton (wildfeet.co.uk) 
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Mammals of Stan-
pit Marsh – Paul Turton

I have been a regular visitor to Stanpit Marsh all my life in one way 
or another, but in the last few years I have explored it more for its 
wildlife. Keen to photograph what is about while walking around in 
all weathers is lovely, as is recording what is there when I am not. The 
majority of us will see rabbits, a fox possibly or even the odd deer 
that will wander this way. 

I use trail cameras a lot and this tells me more about the movements 
and behaviour of the mammals than a brief glimpse will ever do.

During the winter flooding on the marsh the foxes had less dry 
ground to move around, a few of their shortcuts were under water 
and they had to use the routes we would follow. In the 10 days of 
January I monitored, I had 58 pics of the same few foxes passing by, 
more often than not travelling from where they would spend the 
daytime to search for food on the marsh at dusk. There was a pattern 
to their timings, and most likely a similar route followed in search of 
food unless something presented itself that had to be snapped up 
immediately.



One visitor during the 10 day period was an otter. I have followed 
these fairly closely along the rivers Stour and Avon over the years 
and have some fantastic sightings. They are regular visitors in the 
marsh, and again there is a pattern. Spraint (their poo) can be found 
in the same areas on a regular basis - the main reason is to mark 
their territory, it is left in prominent places and fairly easy to spot 
once you know the right areas to look. It will contain the remains of 
everything they would have eaten; on Stanpit, for example I have 
had fish scales (sea trout and bass) and crab shells in the ones I have 
examined.  As far as numbers go, the marsh is patrolled by one dog 
otter (male); the two adult females from the two rivers visit as and 
when, travelling downstream to the harbour at night and returning 
in the early (or not so early if you are lucky to spot them) hours of 
the morning.

Photograph by Paul Turton (wildfeet.co.uk) 

Other mammals that I have recorded in the past have been hedge-
hog, mink and badger. Hedgehogs would be very interesting to learn 
more about; I have no idea of the numbers we have on the marsh 
but this is perhaps something to do for one month this summer. The 
mink is more regular further upstream and does not seem to travel 
too often to the marsh. I have had regular sightings alongside the 
dog otter, both visiting the same places in the same night. The badg-
er is even rarer and was caught on a trail camera, most likely just 
exploring the area as they can travel between 5-8 miles per night.
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As we walk around Stanpit Marsh enjoying its delights, it is worth 
considering that we are looking at a fairly well-established salt 
marsh. But what are salt marshes and why are they so interesting 
and important?

Briefly, they are coastal wetlands that are flooded and drained by 
the tide.  This means that these areas of mixed fresh and salt water 
(brackish water- a word used from the 1500’s) provide a transition 
between sea and land, and are in fact dynamic, changing and very 
productive regions. They are important because they provide a buff-
er system, protecting the land from wave action and also absorbing 
rainwater that might otherwise result in flooding.  Furthermore, one 
of their particular points of interest is that they support a vast and 
diverse range of wildlife. Many of these plant and animal species are 
rare and often show unique adaptations to the frequently fluctuat-
ing environment. The marshes also provide nurseries and feeding 
sites for fish, and are a rich source of food for many birds such as 
waders and ducks. They also give shelter to migrating birds.    

Over ninety countries throughout the world reportedly possess salt 
marshes.  In tropical and sub-tropical regions they are sometimes 
known as mangrove swamps because of the predominance of this 
vegetation. One of the most important of these is the Everglades 
National Park in South Florida which covers more than 800 square 
miles and provides habitats for such animals as sea turtles, alligators 
and manatees. In the UK it is estimated that we have around 32,462 
hectares of salt marsh. We find them in many areas usually associ-
ated with river mouth estuaries, such as the Thames, the Solent, the 
Wash, the Mersey and the Clyde.   

So what are we looking at? Basically, salt marshes are made up of 
deep sand, mud and peat (decomposing plant material) giving large 
areas a spongy feel underfoot, and they are often waterlogged. They 
can usually be divided into three sections: low, mid and high marsh, 
each with its own characteristics but each one merging with the oth-
er. The land as a whole is drained by a network of tidal drainage

- 7 -

So What Is a Salt 
Marsh? - Ann Blofield
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channels and creeks into which the flood tide, in its turn, brings de-
tritus, dissolved nutrients, plankton and fish as  well as additional 
deposits of sand and mud that may contribute to raising the marsh 
level even further. Oxygen levels can be a problem because of the 
growth of bacteria, resulting in hypoxia (lack of oxygen), which 
sometimes produces a rotten-egg smell produced by sulphurous 
substances.

The low marsh may just look like mudflats, often submerged under 
salt water and only emerging at low or mid tide. It is devoid of any 
terrestrial vegetation but a few plants such as Glasswort may be be-
ginning to gain a hold.  The high marsh, on the other hand, floods only 
for short periods, and not regularly. It is an area of grasses, herbs and 
shrubs. Ponies and other livestock are often grazed here (as on Stan-
pit Marsh), the grazing helping in conservation by reducing grasses 
which could restrict the growth of small plants.

The mid marsh is a compromise between the other two, depending 
on the area and degree of flooding. There are often salt pans present, 
sometimes full of brackish water and at other times dry, depending 
on tides and rainfall.  It is usually an area of plants such as grasses 
and sea lavender and provides habitats for many terrestrial insects, 
spiders and beetles. Reed beds often grow along the creeks and 
channels.

Wildlife faces major problems in the ever-changing environment of 
the marsh, including tidal pressures and salinity changes in the low 
marsh areas, and additionally drying-out and freezing in the higher 
regions.

Some plants have thick roots to withstand tidal action, others pos-
sess salt secreting glands on their lower surfaces, while some are 
able to expel excess water. The mud on the low marsh in particular 
provides habitats for a number of invertebrate species which can 
adapt to the changing conditions. These include ragworm, which 
use an avoidance strategy by burrowing in the mud, gammarids by 
tolerating salinity changes, and crabs who manage their salt/fresh 
water balance by a process known as osmoregulation. Other success-
ful invertebrate species include crustaceans such as Corophium and 
shrimps, and molluscs such as Hydrobia (mud snail), all of which pro-
vide food for the birds.
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It is well-known that these wetlands are under threat from such ef-
fects as global warming (rising tides), urbanisation and pollution and 
a considerable amount of research is being carried out in Europe and 
America in an attempt to protect these important environments.

Browse the FOSM website (from the home page follow About us > 
Home > Marsh Habitats) to read about the varying habitats and rich-
ness of life on Stanpit Marsh during the year, and also have a look at 
the display in the Visitor Centre (when it reopens!). Remember that 
over 300 species of plants have been recorded, 14 of which are rare 
and endangered, together with more than 313 bird species. The im-
portance of Stanpit Marsh was officially recognised in 1986 when it 
became a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI)

‘Clouds of insects danced and buzzed in the golden autumn light, 
and the air was full of the piping of songbirds. Long, glinting dragon-
flies shot across the path, or hung tremulous with gauzy wings and 
gleaming bodies’ - Arthur Conan Doyle

Dragonflies are ancient creatures, living on Earth since before the di-
nosaurs.  Hawkers (Aeshnidae) are the largest, fastest-flying dragon-
flies in the UK and are able to fly forwards and backwards, and hov-
er. They have extremely good eyesight and patrol a regular patch of 
water or vegetation when hunting (hawking), catching insect prey in 
mid-air. A single dragonfly can eat hundreds of mosquitoes per day.

As nymphs, they live in water for two to four years, shedding their 
skin multiple times and eating aquatic insects, other invertebrates 
and small fish.  The nymphs emerge from their watery home and 
transform into adults from June onwards. The dragonflies, which are 
in flight until October/November, mate in flight and lay their eggs in 
surface vegetation on water. They live only  for a few months.

Close Encounters of 
a Dragonfly Kind - Sheila Richards



A few years ago, when out photographing insects on the Marsh, we 
sometimes spotted a Hawker dragonfly on its flight path along the 
vegetation on the Central Marsh edge of North Scrubs. The photo 
below of a resting Migrant Hawker (Aeshna mixta) was taken in the 
scrubs in the inner marshy area. This dragonfly, a smaller species, 
may be seen singly or in groups in gardens, grasslands and wood-
lands near to or a distance from their breeding ponds. Large num-
bers arrive in late summer from the continent boosting the resident 
population.

Not so long ago, I was lucky enough to take this sequence of pho-
tos of a Southern Hawker (Aeshna cyanea) nymph emerging from our 
pond and transforming into an adult, a slow process. This species 
usually does this under cover of darkness. A number of them emerge 
each year during July and August, leaving their casings (Exuviae) 
hanging on the yellow iris leaves, as do the damselflies in the pond. 
Southern Hawkers, an inquisitive species, patrol over water or along 
woodland rides. We often see ours on their flight-path over the lawn 
and pond, hovering for a while, sometimes quite up-close, and then 
they’re off, up over the hedge and away, until our next brief delight-
ful encounter.

Photograph by Sheila Richards

- 10 -



Stanpit Marsh was owned and managed by Christchurch Council prior 
to the recent formation of the Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole 
Council. In the 1980s the Council managed the Marsh through the 
Stanpit Marsh Local Nature Reserve Management Committee, which 
consisted of local environmental experts, representatives of other 
local interested groups and several Christchurch councillors. This 
committee was, on the whole, very successful until in 1986/1987 
when the issue of “The Fence” (of which I have no knowledge) re-
sulted in the dissolution of the committee, and the management of 
the Marsh was taken on directly by the Council. Decisions were then 
made by the Borough Nature Conservation Officer and the Nature 
Reserve Warden.  To assist in this task, the Stanpit Marsh Advisory 
Panel was formed, chaired by the Nature Reserve Warden, Peter Hol-
loway. 

Photograph by Sheila Richards
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A Short History of the 
Advisory Panel - Terry Howes



The Advisory Panel was set up to enable the council, through the 
chairman, to communicate decisions affecting the Marsh with other 
interested parties. The panel consisted of representatives from the 
Stanpit and Mudeford Residents Association (SAMRA), Christchurch 
Harbour Ornithological Group (CHOG), the Fishermen’s Associations, 
the Dorset Trust for Nature Conservation, other joint residents asso-
ciations and the Nature Conservancy Council. From 1982 the Friends 
of Stanpit Marsh (FOSM) were also represented. FOSM was formed in 
1982/3 mainly as a support group to help with funding the manage-
ment of the Marsh.  

The first item the panel discussed was a Stanpit Marsh Management 
Plan. This plan addressed the years 2007 to 2014, therefore it is time 
it be revised in light of the new council responsibilities. Planning 
permission was also granted for a new information centre to replace 
the previous caravan. The current Visitor Centre is a more permanent 
structure.  

The current panel is chaired, for the BCP Council by Robin Harley, 
supported by Natural England with representatives from FOSM, 
Christchurch Harbour Ornithological Group (CHOG), West Hants 
Wildfowlers Association,  Mudeford and District Fishermen’s Asso-
ciation, the chief Visitor Centre volunteer, South West Lakes Trust, 
occasionally a representative from local residents’ groups, and one 
or two local councillors. (Stanpit and Mudeford Residence Associa-
tion (SAMRA) and Riverslea Phase V Residence Association were also 
involved until the groups were disbanded in the late 2010s). Most 
of the attending groups actively support the marsh maintenance in 
working parties. 

The panel’s meetings are generally friendly and informative. Our 
comments and those of other members are taken seriously by the 
Council in making their decisions regarding the general manage-
ment of the marsh within the terms of maintaining the site as a Local 
Nature Reserve and a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI).
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As an antidote to these surreal days of lock-down, sadness and un-
certainty, please do visit the FOSM Website.

If you haven’t been able to walk round the Marsh for some time, and 
are in need of a healing fix of nature in familiar surroundings, click 
on the ‘Galleries’ button on the homepage. This will take you on a 
virtual meander around the varied and peaceful landscapes of the 
Marsh throughout the seasons, and will hopefully take you away 
from the cares of the world for a while.

If you also click on the ‘Our Marsh YouTube’ link, you can watch two 
videos, one of a gentle November boat-ride downriver with the 
Marsh and birdlife viewed from that perspective, and the other an 
October walk round the Marsh where you might even imagine the 
wind in your hair!

With thanks to Peter Sketchley who looks after our website, for com-
piling these views into video form in 2014, a virus-free and more 
carefree time that we might all like to escape back to just now. 

Photograph by Tony Wickham
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Take a Virtual Walk on 
the Wild Side - Sheila Richards



It is always a pleasure to report some good news, and the fact that some 
freshwater aquatic invertebrate species are increasing both in numbers 
and in their range is very good news indeed, after years of decline!

Research carried out by University College, London and the UK Centre 
for Ecology and Hydrology has shown that, following a loss of about 
47% of freshwater invertebrate species in the period from 1990 to 
1994, there has been an increase of around 1% a year over the last ten 
years. i.e. 11% in a decade in this country.  Research from other coun-
tries in Northern Europe, Western U.S.A. and Russia has mirrored these 
figures. Dragonflies, mayflies, midges and caddisflies are four species 
that have shown this improvement.  These insects all begin life as fresh-
water, aquatic larvae, eventually metamorphosing into terrestrial adults 
- see the article in this newsletter entitled ‘Close encounters of a Drag-
onfly kind’.

Rivers, lakes and ponds make up only about 2.4% of the land’s surface 
but are very important for the wildlife that live in them. The reasons 
for the recent recovery are not entirely clear, but EU legislation requir-
ing the cleanup of polluted rivers and lakes is certainly thought to have 
played an important part. 

Much of the water on Stanpit Marsh is brackish but surveys have shown 
that that all four groups of insects above have been recorded at one time 
or another in Purewell stream, North scrubs and the pool behind Grim-
mery bank - areas where the water is relatively free from tidal effects. 
Let us hope that the numbers of these creatures continue to increase.

Freshwater Aquatic 
Species Update

Adult caddisfly – photograph copyright Britannica.com
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- Ann Blofield



FOSM Committee is in need 
of a new member
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Committee Members

Chair

Vice Chair 

Membership Secretary & 
Advisory Panel  

Events Organiser

Newsletter Coordinator.

Alan Hopking
Tel: 01425 613 436
alanhopking@herbactive.co.uk

Jane Toll  
Tel: 01202259112  
janetoll@yahoo.com

Terry Howes
Tel: 01425 277535
terry@terryanddawn.co.uk

Nina Blake
Tel: 01202 477038
ninaireneblake@hotmail.co.uk

Tony Wickham  
Tel: 07870 317221   
tonywick@gmail.com

Ann Blofield  
Tel: 01425 275425
annblofield@gmail.com

Sheila Richards 
Tel: 01202 477263
sheila.richards99@btinternet.com

Your Committee

in particular we need someone to take on the role of 
Secretary.

Wildlife knowledge is not essential to being a part of 
this friendly group.

If you would like to become a member, please 
contact a Committee Member



The Friends of Stanpit Marsh is an association formed in 1983 to help preserve the 
Marsh for wildlife and people. FOSM have a programme of events such as guided 

walks, talks, films and social gatherings

Cover photo:  accredited to Tony Wickham

www.friendsofstanpitmarsh.org.uk


