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Let me start by taking this opportunity to wish all of you a Happy New Year 

and in the hope that you managed to enjoy the Christmas break despite the 

unusual circumstances brought about by lock down restrictions.  

In my last report we were still deep in the grip of the pandemic. Now at least 

we have some hope that the roll out of the vaccine will at last bring some 

relief to our beleaguered citizens. I am hopeful that during the course of the 

coming year we will all be able to return to something like a normal life.  

In the last edition I outlined the measures your committee proposed to 

overcome the difficulties posed by being unable to meet formally for the 

AGM. In view of the fact that members are currently unable to vote, 

additional full appointments to the FODAG committee will not be considered. 

In the interim, in line with the constitution, the committee may if required 

decide to co-opt a member until such time as we can meet formally. 

When we have concluded the formal business of the organisation, we are 

planning to arrange a separate zoom meeting for members. We will provide 

an opportunity for members to debate current issues and submit questions. 

(joining details to follow) 

I am sure many of you were shocked to hear that Bristol Zoo is to leave 

Bristol in 2022. The Zoo has long been Bristol’s premier visitor destination 

and will be missed by many of us who have enjoyed a day out at this iconic 

location. The chief executive of Bristol Zoological Society, with responsibility 

for Bristol Zoo Gardens and Wild Place Project, is Dr Justin Morris. This is 

what he has said – “Whilst it is sad that we are planning to close Bristol Zoo 

Gardens to visitors the move of Bristol Zoo to the Wild Place Project site will 

safeguard the future of the Society and deliver a world-class zoo for Bristol 

and the West of England. We have said publicly that we do not intend to 

close Bristol Zoo Gardens to visitors until late 2022 and as a consequence 

there will be no immediate changes to the site.” 

FODAG has enjoyed a long relationship with the Zoo. Not least our 

association with the Avon Gorge & Downs Biodiversity Education Manager 

and support from the vets for the goat project.  

There will also be a significant loss of income to the Downs Cmmittee from 

ending the lease arrangement for the two car parks. The closure of the Zoo 

will resolve the car parking issue on the Ladies Mile site and presumably end 

Chairman’s Report January 2021 
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the legal action brought by the Downs for People group but raises an 

important question about what will happen to the North car park. Perhaps, 

given the need for the Downs Committee’s need to increase revenue 

members can think about what this site could be used for in the future. 

Along with many other organisations our regular activities have been 

severely disrupted. Changes to guidelines on volunteer activity instigated by 

the City Council has meant that some endeavours were stopped altogether. 

At the time of writing, we can now resume our goat monitoring duties and 

our regular deep litter clearing expeditions.  

Volunteers, all suitably distanced managed to plant a selection of spring 

bulbs at the Thomas memorial. We will soon be organising winter 

maintenance of the newly planted beds. 

We are hopeful that this year FODAG will be able to offer a range of events, 

activities and lectures. Let us know if you have any good ideas for future 

events.    

Members may have seen from the monthly Newsletter that the Planning 

Inspectorate has granted permission for the building of the new café and 

toilet block at Sea Walls.  

The Downs Committee met last December for their AGM via zoom. New 

committee members were announced. The Merchant Venturers have 

announced a new Master for the coming year. Gillian Camm is the first 

female Merchant to hold this post and will deputise for the Lord Mayor on the 

Downs Committee. Long serving C committee member Councillor Peter 

Abraham has left the Downs Committee. 

Downs Committee members received a number of reports detailing, a 

proposal to install three wildflower meadows at Clifton Green, the options 

available to deal with vehicle dwellers on the Downs, a finance update a 

report from the Events officer, and an update from the Downs supervisor. 

Please remember we value your feedback.  Members are welcome to submit 

Downs related items for publication in the Newsletter 

Stay Safe & Well                                        Robert Westlake Chair 

Robert Westlake, Chair 

Chairman’s Report January 2021 
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From Sea Walls, the view of the Avon below us is enhanced when an 

occasional vessel can be seen plying its waters. Far more appealing than 

watching the relentless, raucous ribbon of road traffic on the Portway, eh? 

It was not always like this. In the late 1700s the only traffic below us would 

have been maritime – nearly 1000 ships used Bristol’s port each year. 

Imagine the bustling scene: ships, sails furled, riding the tide, drawn by men 

in fleets of open rowing boats or by Pill ‘hobblers’ hauling from the towpaths.  

A hazardous route and, when the vessels berthed at the city’s quays, they 

had to contend with the rapid rise and fall of the extreme tidal range. What 

was needed were wharves with water at a constant depth. A local vicar, 

William Milton, had a solution. In 1791 he presented a scheme to the Society 

of Merchant Venturers to convert the port into a floating harbour. It involved a 

tidal bypass built to the south of the city to accommodate the Avon’s tidal 

flow. Milton wrote, 'Our ships lay, with much mischief, dry at their wharfs, 

eight hours in every twelve, and without possibility of going up or down the 

river during the continuation of neap tides.'  

The scheme was rejected as being too expensive. But Revd Milton had an 

ally, related by marriage: the wealthy merchant Ames Hellicar from Abbots 

Leigh. The following year Hellicar offered to raise the money for Milton’s 

suggestion. At the time, there was talk of building a dam across the Avon to 

create a floating harbour and he opposed this plan, keen for more 

consideration to be given to Milton’s ‘leat’ idea.  

I have a rare copy of a pamphlet Hellicar issued in 1793. It mentions the 

proposal for a dam near where the Thekla is currently moored but warns, in 

frenzied language, of the adverse effects which it would cause:  

How will the Trade and the Health of the Inhabitants be affected by this 

immense Body of Mud and Water pent back, at the Dam Thirty Feet high, 

in a stagnated State for almost Two Miles? 

. . . notwithstanding the Run of the Fresh has been near Seven Miles an 

Hour towards Bristol, overflowing its Banks, laying all the Fields near it 

under Water, a considerable Depth, carrying every Bush and Tree before it 

that obstructs its free Run; and it is computed that at these Times there are 

not less than Seventy Thousand Tons of Water passes every Minute under 

Bristol-Bridge. 

Taming the River Below 
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 Taming the River Below 

When I reflect that there has been Forty-three Feet of Tide at Rownham, 

and that it flows Seven or Eight Miles miles above the Dam, filling every 

Place, I cannot conceive that any Attempt will be made to prevent the Tide 

when high enough, from entering the Float . . .  

Apple-Boats, Fishing-Skiffs, and other small Craft to the Number of 

Sixteen or Eighteen for one Chamber, of a Spring Day, there may be Eight 

or Ten Wye Boats of about Forty Tons, with Corn, Cyder, Timber, Hoops, 

Faggots, and other Marketings, there may be also Five or Six Up-Severn 

Trows, and in general they are so deeply laden, that they have seldom 

more than Six Inches of free Board out of Water . . . 

. . . if the River is dammed, as proposed, their Mills will be of no use; As 

these Mills are supposed to grind Two Hundred and Sixteen Thousand 

Bushels of Wheat annually, very serious Consequences may arise from a 

want of Flour, which I should think highly worthy of mature consideration. 
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City councillors were not swayed by Hellicar’s histrionics and rejected his 

offer to fund Milton’s plan.  

Bristol did get a floating harbour ten years later. And it was a highly-regarded 

engineer, William Jessop, who got the credit. His scheme – the one we see 

today – was remarkably similar to the vicar’s original by-pass plan, as it 

hinged on an essential component of the floating harbour – that leat. It is the 

New Cut.  

And Ames Hellicar’s ominous predictions about torrents of mud and tides? 

Well, you can thank the Northern Storm Water Interceptor, the Motherload, 

for saving us. A massive flood-relief tunnel runs beneath the city from the 

Frome at Eastville to Black Rocks Quarry just upstream, below us. Proposed 

in the 1890s, it was eventually built from 1951 to 1962. The Motherload has 

huge capacity tunnels to hold back floodwater until low tide.  

The river still isn’t tamed.                                                      Gordon Young                                                                   

Taming the River Below 

The Avon at Sea Mills  (Nick Homer) 
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Topic: The Butterflies of the Downs and Beyond. 

Date: Saturday 20
th

 February.             

Time: 7.00pm 

Guest Speaker: Yealand Kalfayan 

Esteemed local photographer and author Yealand Kalfayan will be presenting 

an illustrated Zoom talk on the subject, ‘The Butterflies of the Downs and 

Beyond’. 

Yealand will take us on a journey from the Downs to the Pyrenees with 

stunning photos and fascinating stories of following, observing and capturing 

on film these ever-moving beauties. 

Yealand is a retired GP from Bristol, who now spends much of his time 

photographing butterflies and flowers. His latest book “A Kaleidoscope of 

Butterflies” is a joint venture with Bristol author Jonathan Bradley and 

celebrates all the 59 species of butterflies found in Britain. 

One of his current photographic projects is butterfly behaviour. In his talk 

Yealand will discuss how a knowledge of life-histories and behaviour patterns 

can help one first to locate and then to get close to butterflies. He will 

describe some of the tricks of butterfly photography and will illustrate his talk 

with images taken at a variety of sites, both locally in and around Bristol, and 

also further afield in Europe. The talk will last around 40 minutes and Yealand 

will be happy to take questions at the end. 

 

In order to register please email fodagcontent@gmail.com 

Places are limited so please register as early as possible, a Zoom invite 

will follow later. 

 

Join Us for a Butterfly Talk 
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As I mentioned to our January 2021 deep litter clearance (DLC) team of 

Wombles in my ’thank you’ note this weekend, when the subject of litter 

arises with the FOD+AG membership, comments made are an example of 

preaching to the converted. However, our Chair, Robert Westlake, has 

asked me to pen a brief report, so here goes… 

Like almost all aspects of our lives over the last year our clearance of litter 

has seen changes. Any of you who have been able to get out of Covid-19 

(or should that now be Covid-21) confinement for a breath of fresh air and 

exercise will have noticed just how many people are taking advantage of the 

wide open spaces which the Downs provides. For FOD+AG this is a 

welcome development as it is a part of our ”raison d’etre”, to encourage and 

broaden the use of, and access to, this haven for wildlife and green space 

for leisure close to the heart of our city. Clearly, however and despite my 

advancing years, my naivety concerning one aspect of the public response 

to this lifeline to physical, mental and spiritual health, has been highlighted 

by this otherwise welcome invasion – and that is the litter that is left behind!  

The question that arises is – ‘Who, in their right mind, despoils the 

environment which supports their well-being, or by their actions threatens 

the safety and survival of the wildlife which shares it and which is an integral 

component of why so many of us are attracted to it?’ The answer appears to 

be – ‘a significant number of our fellow citizens’. 

Tribute should be paid at this point to the Downs Supervisor, Ben Skuse, 

and his team who have kept the open areas looking remarkably litter-free 

and welcoming at the start of each day. Recognition is also important of how 

herculean this task has been, especially during the warmer spring, summer 

and autumn days. The corollary of this is to consider how much time and 

effort could be added to the more constructive and maintenance aspects of 

their activities, if people simply took their litter home for disposal or recycling 

with their domestic waste?  

The role that FOD+AG has taken on since our formation in 2008 (and one 

which again should be unnecessary) is the clearance of litter that 

accumulates, partially through wind action but more frequently as a result of 

deliberate human action, in scrub, copse, woodland and other inaccessible 

locations whose presence enhances the diversity of habitat and the 

attractiveness and, for children, the opportunities for adventure of the area. 

FOD+AG Deep Litter Clearance 
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This clearance has to be done manually due to its inaccessibility to 

machines. 

We begin our seasonal sessions at the end of September each year when 

we will only minimally disturb the lives of birds and mammals and continue 

to meet monthly until the end of March of the following year when new 

nesting, breeding and raising of young are in full swing. 

In 2020 our sessions were somewhat curtailed by a combination of Covid-

19 lockdowns and potentially hazardous weather conditions. Now in 2021, 

despite being in national  lockdown we have devised Health & Safety 

protocols which allow us to operate, essentially as a coordinated team of 

individuals or co-habiting couples. 

Until such time as we learn the secret of educating people to treat their 

natural environment with the respect it deserves, we will continue DLCs. 

To quote once again from the last DLC – ‘you will be aware from the 

weight and content of your litter sacks, (averaging almost 2 per womble in 

90 minutes collecting), just how necessary your efforts were.’ The haul was 

both valuable and distressing in equal measure – restoring the 

environment whilst highlighting the carelessness of litterbugs. 

This is why the activity is doubly worthwhile – in making a tangible 

difference to the quality of our leisure opportunities and the welfare of 

wildlife but, simultaneously, in drawing attention to the social responsibility 

required  of everyone in large cities such as Bristol. 

A, perhaps advisable, disclaimer relates to the current debate about the 

importance of observing the lockdown rules aimed at reducing the spread 

of the new Covid variant. People must make up their own minds as to how 

they take their outdoor exercise but putting it to socially responsible 

activities like litter clearance, with necessary social distancing protocols in 

place, shows admirable good sense. 

Martin Collins. 

FODAG Deep Litter Clearance 
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With the recent announcement that Bristol Zoo will be closing its Clifton site 

and moving to the Wild Place Project in 2022, it felt an appropriate time to 

give a history of the Zoo. 

The idea for the Zoo was first proposed as far back as 1823. (Bristolians 

always being forward looking!) Originally the suggested site was at Arnos 

Vale, and then on the old garden nursery on Chantry Road just off the 

Whiteladies Road. 

The Zoo was eventually founded in 1835 by Henry Riley, a local doctor, as 

the Bristol, Clifton and West of England Zoological Society—the name 

apeing the formal title of Regents Park Zoo, which had been formed four 

years earlier. 

Riley was a physician at the Bristol Royal Infirmary, but was a typical 19th 

century polymath, as he was also a naturalist, a geologist and a 

palaeontologist.  He discovered and described the dinosaur 

Thecodontasaurus from a fossil found in Durdham quarry, and also founded 

the Bristol Institution which evolved in to the Bristol City Museum. On a less 

pleasant note he was also fined £6 for body snatching from Brislington 

cemetery, Sadly Riley’s productive life was cut short at the age of 51 by a 

brain tumour. 

The Zoo opened to the public on the 11th July 1836  This makes the Zoo the 

fifth oldest in the world. The world’s oldest zoo is the Jardin des Planets in 

Paris, which opened in April 1794. It was originally stocked with a collection 

taken from the Royal Menagerie during the French Revolution, and the 

spoils of war from a castle in Holland. 

The 12 acres of land for the current site cost £3,500 with a similar cost for 

the buildings. The layout has remained remarkably unchanged for nigh-on 

two hundred years. 

William Goldney was the first President, and one of the six founders who 

had recently received compensation for freeing their slaves. Others from the 

great and good of Georgian Bristol included Fry, Poutney, Brunel, Pinney 

and Wills. The medical connection continued throughout the life of the Zoo, 

with five other doctors serving as President. 

While there were many exotic animals in the early collection, notably Zebi 

Origins and Early History of Bristol Zoo 
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the elephant,  some of the exhibits would seem remarkably mundane by 

modern standards, Labradors and St Bernards were still being shown as 

late as 1900. 

In a move echoing later use of animals by the US Navy, during the First 

World War one of the zoo’s seals was trained to act as a marine spy. Sadly 

this did not prove successful. In the Second World War the lake was also 

used for testing navy lifeboats, continuing Bristol’s long maritime 

connection. 

The Zoo has been responsible for various firsts in its breeding programme, 

notably the first Okapi born in the UK and the first Chimpanzee born in 

Europe. From a professional perspective though, perhaps the Zoo’s 

greatest achievement was the creation of the worlds first nocturnal house. 

I hope that the move to the Wild Place is successful and that the Zoo 

continues its pioneering work. 

                                          Luke Hudson 

 

Origins and Early History of Bristol Zoo 

After watching BBC’s Countryfile it became clear that there is an ever-

growing awareness that mankind is polluting the global atmosphere. This 

has strengthened the demand for more trees and 'natural' vegetation. None 

more so than in our urban areas. The Downs is an obvious area to be asked 

of these questions 

Can the Downs 'take' more natural vegetation and if so what, how much and 

when. FOD+AG is in the position to lead discussions on these fundamental 

questions—now! 

Jack Penrose Honorary President FODAG 

Tree Planting 
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This contribution is written by Bristol Vehicles for Change, 

(www.bristolvehiclesforchange.co.uk), a local community group run by and 

for people living in vehicles, and some of the vehicle-dwelling residents of 

the Downs. We welcome local residents to an open conversation and to get 

to know us beyond the label of ‘vehicle dwellers’.  

There are many reasons why different people live in vehicles. Many vehicle 

dwellers rely on moveable dwellings to carry out mobile occupations. Some 

people have been born into the lifestyle and wish to preserve their cultural 

heritage. Others have adopted the lifestyle due to unaffordable rent prices 

and even homelessness in a city where the housing crisis is unusually 

pronounced. There is no one stereotype for a ‘vehicle dweller’ but Esther, a 

local vehicle dweller on the Downs, would like to introduce herself: 

‘My name is Esther. I grew up in Westbury Park, and subsequently in Clifton 

where my parents have lived for the past 20 years. As a dog walker, runner, 

and outdoor enthusiast, I share the desire to safeguard the Downs and to 

ensure that this fantastic asset to our city can be enjoyed as it is intended. I 

am extremely grateful to have been able to enjoy this wonderful green space 

throughout my life. I know this view is shared by the vehicle dwellers who 

spend time in the area and who treat it with respect and care. Parking on the 

roads surrounding the Downs not only allows me to be close to my parents 

who live in Clifton, it also allows me to be close to my sister who has multiple 

sclerosis and lives with her young son in Redland. It is also close to the 

charity where I worked for 6 years before the sector was impacted by the 

pandemic.’ 

We are concerned some people assume it is vehicle dwellers defecating/

urinating on the Downs. This is common practice amongst many (but not all) 

who visit the Downs for picnics, BBQs, dog walking, and drug and alcohol 

consumption. It is not common practice amongst people who park their vans 

there who have suitable plans in place without impacting the natural 

environment. 

‘Personally, I have an onboard toilet, which I periodically empty at my 

parents or sister's house.  People who live in a vehicle would much prefer to 

conduct their business in the privacy of their own home rather than a bush 

but people who visit the Downs do not have these facilities as there are no 

toilets nearby. If people defecating on the Downs is a legitimate concern 

Van Dwellers on the Downs 
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then more public toilets should be considered to resolve this issue’ -  Esther 

Anti-Social Behaviour (ASB) and that a “no-go area” has been created is 

often mentioned but with no evidence presented to support this. These are 

unsubstantiated rumours which we can only assume are based on prejudice. 

Just before lockdown, the Police visited Parry’s Lane and confirmed that 

ASB relating to people living in vehicles is not an issue of concern. The 

apparent potential for ASB, or any criminal offence, does not constitute fair 

grounds for enforcement/punishment.  

We’d also ask people to consider that often issues such as fly-tipping may 

not be as they appear. It is an ongoing issue for vehicle dwellers that non-

vehicle folk dump rubbish next to their vehicles. One such accusation of fly-

tipping by vehicle dwellers on the Downs was an abandoned washing 

machine - definitely not something you’d find in a live-in vehicle! Vehicle 

dwellers have also frequently litter picked, cleared the waste of others, and 

even helped stop and catch someone who was vandalising cars in the area. 

We take pride in being a local neighbourhood watch and help keep the area 

safer, especially at night, and also want to help keep each other safe. 

‘I would like to ask people to also consider our position of vulnerability. As an 

example, earlier this year I was violently threatened by the son of a Sneyd 

Park resident, including threats of extensive damage to my van, which 

resulted in him being issued a 6 year police caution. Despite this incident, I 

hold out hope that we can build more positive ties with the local community 

so that we may all continue to enjoy the Downs’ - Esther 

There is a continual assertion that we don’t contribute to the city or pay 

Council tax. Our communities are diverse but contribute to the city both 

financially and culturally. We are key workers, volunteers, students, 

creatives, academics and more. In 2019 we asked Bristol City Council if 

there was a way we could pay Council tax for those who can afford it and the 

answer was no! In place of this, we have started a Patreon page where 

vehicle dwellers can contribute monthly, calculated by the relative size and 

cost of their vehicle (similar to Council Tax). The donations are given to a 

local health and social care charity. Many people are unaware that ⅔ of 

Council Tax goes towards health and social care which is why we chose this 

theme.  

Van Dwellers on the Downs  
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I read the letter called “Cycle Path” from Richard Hensey in the last edition of 

the FOD+AG magazine and felt saddened to see that the Downs Loop and 

Cycle Sunday could be so misunderstood. I hope this will help to clarify: 

Cycle Sunday is a very small group who believe passionately that promoting 

cycling can only be beneficial in so many ways for Bristol but which has only 

focused on the Downs. It has raised awareness of the demand for cycling in 

this area by organizing six Cycle Sunday events where the roads around the 

Downs were closed to traffic and attended by up to three thousand people. 

Cycle Sunday’s aim is to improve leisure and family cycling around the 

Downs. 

So the idea that “Cycle Sunday has achieved huge changes in and around 

Bristol” and “holds extraordinary influence with the Council” suggests that 

Richard must be thinking of another organization. 

Secondly, it is a long way from the reality of the proposals to believe it would 

result in a “really fast” cycle track that would attract many “lycra clad 

speedsters”. Such cyclists would find the Downs Loop route totally 

impossible to speed on and the 2.3 miles is not the kind of distance road 

cyclists desire. They would always head for the many wide roads around our 

city. 

Finally, this proposal is aimed at improving the experience of using the 

Downs for a variety of users. The proposal makes reference to walkers, 

joggers as well as the young, inexperienced or unconfident cyclists who 

cannot at present use the roads around the Downs. To witness the joy of 

seeing all these users safely enjoying the beauty of the Downs on Cycle 

Sundays together was indeed heartening and provided a clear view of what 

could be achieved.  

You can find clear detail of the rationale behind the varied segments 

including the nature of the surface, the integration of multi-users and the 

protection of the precious qualities of the Downs in the proposal. See 

www.thedownsloop.com  So it is important to look at this issue with an open 

mind to understand how the proposals are not a threat but could be a huge 

asset and would help this jewel of Bristol continue to be increasingly valued 

in our changing world and help improve the quality of life in our future Bristol. 

Tony Wright (cycling volunteer) 

Cycle Path: A Reader’s Response 
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With income drying up from Bristol City Council and the cancellation of major 

events do you have any innovative ideas on how the Downs and Gorge 

might become more self-sustainable in the future.   

The image shows a glass bottomed walkway in China that thousands of 

intrepid thrill-seeking Chinese citizens and international tourists pay good 

money to traverse. 

Might literally be a step to far for the Avon Gorge but makes you think!! 

A Walk on the Wild Side 
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It’s a challenge not to start this article with “What a year!”, like so many other 

annual reviews, so I’m attempting to buck the trend by mentioning Covid-19 

only when it has a direct impact on our observations this year. 

Firstly, I should remind you that our data contributes to the nationwide 

butterfly monitoring survey (UKBMS) database and that FOD+AG provides 

insurance cover for our teams of butterfly monitors. At the start of the season 

(April 1st 2020), with regret, this cover was suspended due to the first Covid-

19 lockdown with the result that it was not until early May that our records 

become comprehensive. 

Our monitors, for the Downs Transect (C-DD) – Robin Haward, Jeff Hurran, 

Merilyn Holme, Caroline Baker, Pauline Butcher and Jenny Field, and for the 

Gorge (G&WS) – Timothy Dowling, Kay Snowdon, Neill Talbot, Jonny Wood, 

Jenny Field and myself – were as assiduous as ever within the externally 

imposed constraints, for which they have my gratitude. What follows is a 

summary analysis and some conjectures based on our records. Further 

details will be published shortly on the FOD+AG website. In addition, as 

some of you may know, one of our Committee members, Tim Clarke, is also 

Warden and butterfly-monitor-in-chief for the Avon Wildlife Trust (AWT) 

nature reserve at Bennett’s Patch and White’s Paddock which lies slightly 

further west along the Gorge. Tim, who was helped by Tony Wright, has 

kindly shared their 2020 and 2019 data with us and given permission for me 

to make reference to them here. I will return to the importance of this and 

other potential butterfly monitoring developments at the end of this report. 

Table 1 (see p.24) summarises butterfly numbers, species diversity, average 

temperatures and & % open skies (where available) for the two FOD+AG (C-

DD and G&WS) and one AWT (BP&WP) transects monitored in the 2020 

season. Data for the 2019 season are included for comparison. 

Figure 1 (p.17) shows in graphical form total butterfly numbers recorded 

weekly through the 2020 season in the same three transects as Table 1. 

Figure 2 (p.17) shows in graph form a measure of the changes in butterfly 

species diversity week by week in the 2020 season in the same three 

transects. 

Butterflies: Review of the Year 2020 
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 Butterflies Review of the Year 2020 
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Whilst those of our readers with more than a passing interest in studying and 

interpreting ecological data will almost certainly do some analysis of their 

own based on these data, many of you might be helped by some pointers 

and their possible implications. Such guidance is outlined below, but we 

would be interested to hear from anyone out there, of personal anecdotal 

observations you have made during this unusual year and/or of interpretative 

thoughts that you have to offer. 

Analysis 

1.In Table 1, the summary data for the last two years may give some 

headline figures, but clearly have been distorted in season 2020 by the 

Covid-19 induced interruption to monitoring of C-DD and G&WS transects 

during April and early May. 

2.The two sets of figures for butterfly numbers are the result of an attempt to 

adjust for missed weeks, for whatever reason, of monitoring in all transects, 

to make comparison with 2019 more valid. The adjusted figures were  

obtained by calculating the average number of butterflies/week for the 

season (in itself a meaningless figure) and multiplying this by the number of 

monitored weeks in season 2019. This piece of mathematical manipulation 

will probably have real mathematicians up-in-arms, and can of course be 

ignored, but they do indicate a decline in butterfly populations in all 3 

transects between 2019 and 2020. The declines as a percentage of 2019 

figures lie between 20 and 25% and are shown in the final row of Table 1. 

3.Some detail relating to this early part of the season is made evident in 

Figures 1 and 2 where the seasonal distribution of numbers of species is 

reflected most profoundly in the C-DD transect where the adult overwintering 

species and the early spring species were apparently absent. For this reason 

the review will begin by focusing on this transect 

4.For the latter group, we cannot know to what extent this was a real change 

in the community, although I suspect not, but it has had a profound impact 

on our records. It may also go some way to explaining the apparent decline 

in the number of species (a measure of species diversity) from 24 to 16 in 

this transect during 2020.  

5.A much more detailed poster-presentation of the season’s data will appear 

shortly on the FOD+AG website. It seems that Orange Tips and Green 

Butterflies Review of the Year 2020 
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Veined Whites have completely disappeared from the C-DD transect, and 

that Brimstones have virtually  gone missing. As for the former group (see 

3. above), their expected reappearance late in the season occurred only in 

the case of the Red Admiral. Although, once again we can do no more than 

speculate over the situation in the Spring, the later absence of Small 

Tortoiseshells, of Peacocks and the dearth of Brimstones and Commas, is 

more worrying. The same could be said of Painted Ladies, in a year when 

the sometime invasions from France, Spain and ultimately North Africa had 

been recorded all along the South Coast of the UK. 

6.As reported in previous years the knock-on effect on local species 

diversity is complicated by the adult overwintering behaviour of this group. 

This means that the impact of declining numbers in late summer and 

autumn will not be evident until Spring 2021 when post-hibernation 

numbers will influence their survival and conservation in this location. 

7.Having spent some time reviewing the data from the C-DD transect, now 

is the time to do a similar analysis of the G&WS transect records and, in 

the search for any meaningful patterns in populations and community 

diversity, to consider too the data from the BP&WP transect by asking Tim 

Clarke to contribute his thoughts (see point nine below). 

8.Working through common, though not necessarily strictly taxonomic, 

butterfly families, the following observations emerge: 

Skippers, apparently absent from C-DD were seen in gradually increasing 

numbers through G&WS and into BP&WP. 

Whites, as might be expected, flourished in all three transects. 

Hairstreaks, but only fleetingly, made an appearance in G&WS only. 

Blues other than the Holly Blue, were disturbingly poorly represented in all 

3 transects. This hints at a difference between the availability of scrub and 

woodland edge food plants - which favour the Holly Blue – and meadow 

food plants – favouring Common, Chalkhill and Small Blues. The latter two 

species have, in the not too distant past, become the victims of local 

extinctions and so their almost complete absence from the Downs’ 

transects is a cause for concern for conservationists. See also point nine 

below. 

Butterflies Review of the Year 2020 
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 Butterflies of the Gully Causing Concern 

Chakhill Blue 

Silver Washed Fritillary 

Small Blue 
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Peacock 

Painted Lady 

Comma 

Butterflies of Clifton Down Causing Concern 
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Vanessids (see 5. above) retained a foothold in G&WS, although the 

decline in sightings this year – and reported in recent years following the 

gradual removal of scrub vegetation here to restore a calcareous meadow 

habitat to the Gully – has continued. The extensive clearance of scrub 

from areas all over the Downs cannot be ignored as a possible factor in 

the decline of Vanessid species in the C-DD location. It is therefore 

reassuring that these same species were fairly well represented in the 

BP&WP transect. Slightly puzzling, however, is the lack of even a short 

burst of activity involving Painted Ladies in all three transects following the 

reported cross-Channel invasion in May, suggesting that this invasion did 

not appear to spread through to this part of Bristol. 

Fritillaries were few in number, the dearth extending to G&WS, a favourite 

haunt in recent years of the Silver-washed species. 

The Browns, excluding the Speckled Wood, by and large showed 

characteristic population peaks and seasonal distributions. These almost 

certainly reflect the general pattern of conserved or reintroduced meadow 

habitats in all three of the transect locations Speckled Wood numbers, 

though rather lower than usual were typical of the distribution of habitats 

which they favour in each of the three transects. Here too the reduction in 

scrub for reasons described above must be recognized as a contributing 

factor. 

9.Overall numbers of butterflies recorded at Bennett’s Patch and White’s 

Paddock were the lowest for five years, with the 81%, 67% and 50% drops 

in records for Common Blue, Ringlet and Green-veined White respectively 

compared to the previous 5-year averages, particularly concerning. In 

comparison to the transects on the Downs this reserve does not have 

naturally occurring limestone grassland so species such as Chalkhill Blue 

and Small Blue are unlikely. However, with regard to the latter species a 

reasonable amount of its food plant, kidney vetch, has been planted which 

will be monitored in June this year for the presence of Small Blue eggs.  

The first Small Copper in six years of monitoring, was recorded on the 

reserve in 2020, and it is also an aim to improve the habitat for this 

species by planting its food plant, Common Sorrell. 

10.Considered collectively as a more or less contiguous series of locations 

Butterflies Review of the Year 2020 
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representing Clifton/Durdham Downs (C-DD), The Gully & Walcombe Slade 

(G&WS) and Bennett’s Patch & White’s Paddock (BP&WP) along the 

northern side of the Avon Gorge, twenty-eight of the UK’s native butterfly 

species were recorded in 2020. These included three species rarely seen at 

this location – Wood White, Green Hairstreak and Brown Hairstreak. 

Recorded, but alarmingly scarce were Common Blues, Chalkhill Blues, 

Small Coppers and Small Heaths. However, apparently absent from the 

community but seen in previous years, were White Letter Hairstreak, 

Clouded Yellow, Small Blue and Wall (Wall Brown). 

11.In conclusion, it could be said that within the limits imposed by Covid-19 

restrictions to monitoring, our local butterfly communities have broadly 

survived the 2020 season. We are also aware, however, that there is still 

much to be done in terms of conservation of this beautiful and important 

component of our wildlife communities and, more vitally of its ecosystems. 

I’m sure Tim Clarke would join me in encouraging volunteers at the Sneyd 

Park Nature Reserve, whose location links the Gully with Bennett’s Patch 

and White’s Paddock, to set up and monitor a butterfly transect there to 

make our records even more comprehensive. In addition we encourage any 

local enthusiasts to feed in their own anecdotal observations made locally to 

the Downs and the Gorge, to FOD+AG or to AWT. 

I have chosen to illustrate this article and in so doing brighten the 

presentation with Images of three species from each transect which are 

currently a cause for some concern. 

  (Photographs  & Timothy Dowling & Martin Collins.) 

                     Martin Collins & Tim Clarke - January 2021. 

Butterflies Review of the Year 2020 
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 Butterflies Review of the Year 2020 

TABLE 1: 

Green Veined White 
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 Butterflies of Bennetts Patch of Concern 

Common Blue 

Ringlet 
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Granny Downs: Autumn in to Winter 

24
th
 September:  this year’s crop of starlings in flight, goldfinches bouncing 

along with them.  Sociable birds both species. 

High winds and more conkers dropping on cars.  

The light, oh the light through the trees.  This has to be the most beautiful 

part of the Downs, trees so majestic and lit.  Beauty in the middle of our 

global crisis.  I kind of hoped when I wrote this that the crisis would be 

diminishing but it seems like it’s increasing.  Never needed nature and green 

environment so much, with all its exquisite details.  I have learned to love tiny 

details and I’ve found my holy grail, a little feather with orange on, from the 

breast of a robin.  

Grass an exquisite tapestry of fallen leaves.   See how many different ones I 

can see in a small area.  Four or five on average: ash, beech, birch, maple, 

horse chestnut, a fair selection.  Winter never comes until the birch leaves 

have become golden.  Usually after firework night.  

There is a small pile of fallen leaves, someone has fashioned them into a 

pyramid.  This young squirrel is racing into the pile to disperse them, a little 

like willow warblers harass catkins and yew flowers for the explosion of 

pollen.  

5
th
 October:  still rich in conkers!  What a year for them. 

9
th
 October:  an opera of nuthatches!   Brilliant to hear so many.  When 

looking for nuthatches, good to remember that they like the sun and never 

stay in one place for long.  I wait and aha, here it comes on the trunk of the 

beech.   If we’re very lucky, a tree creeper will come along, too.  No luck 

today though.  

14
th
 October:  hear from a neighbour who had a conversation with a lady on 

the Granny Downs that the area used to be known as Paradise.  I’m good 

with that.  If I went nowhere else but the Granny Downs, I would be happy. 

Goldening leaves of the birches like precious butterflies on the thin 

branches.  

27
th
 October:  High winds and rain.  

3
rd

  November:   The silver birches are now golden birches, the most lyrical 

trees on the Granny Downs. 
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Hundreds of wood pigeons congregate and fly in anti-clockwise 

circles.   Can anyone tell me why its nearly always anti-clockwise?  

7
th
 November:  Trees so golden that they seem alight even in this dull, grey 

weather.  

22
nd

 November:  I reckon I could count the number of leaves on the birches 

now, but they still look so golden and dainty when sun shines through them. 

And the starling trees!   So many in the tops of the horse chestnuts and so 

welcome their lyrical calls.  Their calls remind me of the redwing orchestra 

to come.  

23
rd

 November:  here is a robin singing in the open and so close to me.   I 

know that birds descended from dinosaurs and I can see that in the case of 

the green woodpecker or even the jay, but not this gorgeous little creature, 

and surely not the bluetits … 

27
th
 November:  oh the sticky buds are shining pink in the sun.  

1
st
 December:  here we go, I’ve found one tree with no leaves on at 

all.  Now we’re really in winter … 

Geraldine@geraldinetaylor.co.uk            

                                                                            Geraldine Taylor   

mailto:Geraldine@geraldinetaylor.co.uk
mailto:Geraldine@geraldinetaylor.co.uk
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 Coronavirus and Parks 

Parks proved to be a lifeline for local communities during the Covid-19 crisis 

but the pandemic has had a devastating impact on councils’ park services, 

the Local Government Association sets out today. 

A series of case studies, co-funded by the LGA and the National Lottery 

Heritage Fund, shows that as much as 87 per cent of parks and green 

spaces income is forecast to be lost due to the coronavirus. 

Although almost all parks were able to remain open during the first lockdown, 

key sources of external income were forced to close, and many have been 

unable to return to their normal operations, including cafes, sports pitches 

and visitor attractions. 

Despite many facilities reopening, it is anticipated that there will be a 

continued loss of income due to the need to employ more staff or reduce 

visitor numbers in order to comply with social distancing guidelines, and 

many council parks services have incurred additional operating costs relating 

to signage, Personal Protective Equipment and enhanced cleaning. 

As well as income generators, the pandemic has resulted in the temporary 

cessation of volunteering and the loss of in-kind volunteer contribution to 

parks services ranging from £12,000 to £1.56 million across the case studies. 

With the Government investing £2 billion in active travel, it is crucial that 

parks and green spaces are fully connected to these plans to maximise their 

potential to encourage physical activity and improving mental wellbeing. 

Parks can play a key role in the national Covid-19 recovery and that is why 

the LGA is calling on the Government to confirm that they are included in the 

new Levelling Up and UK Shared Prosperity Funds, to enable councils to 

invest in new parks facilities, pitches and green spaces to reduce obesity; 

ensure a healthier, more active nation; and reduce our carbon footprint. 

Cllr Gerald Vernon-Jackson, Chair of the LGA’s Culture, Tourism and Sport 

Board said: 

“Parks have always been an important part of our communities, but the Covid

-19 pandemic and subsequent restrictions highlighted how essential they are 

in maintaining our physical and mental wellbeing. 

“It is easy to forget that parks are more than green space and contain a 
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wealth of income generators, many of which have been impacted by the 

coronavirus and will continue to feel the effects for years to come. 

“The list of benefits, not just to people but wildlife, fauna and air quality, 
cannot be overstated. It is crucial that the Government ensures our beautiful 
parks receive investment for preservation and enhancement.” 

     Report by Local Government Association 

Coronavirus and Parks 

The Downs Committee inherited two Pounds or enclosures for stray animals 

on common land. The Pound for the Clifton Down was at the top of Bridge 

Valley Road in the location later used for Proctor's Fountain and the Pound 

for Durdham Down was at the top of Blackboy Hill (when St John's School 

was built in 1850, part of the Pound was removed for the school grounds). In 

May 1862 the Downs Committee had to pay for an iron railing to enclose 'the 

Old Pound near the School House, Durdham Down'. By November 1862 they 

were planting trees in the Old Pound which may well indicate it was not being 

used. Construction of Proctor's Fountain at Bridge Valley Road was agreed 

in January 1869 but it took the next three meetings to agree that the new 

Pound site would be 'the unfilled up space over the tunnel entrance to the 

Board of Health Quarry' (which was alternatively described as being ‘behind 

the space now used for beating of carpets on Durdham Down'). In October 

1869, the Society of Merchant Venturers formally agreed to the removal of 

the Clifton Pound to Durdham Down. The Downs Ranger offices, workshop 

and storage space have been at the Pound adjacent to the Railway Tunnel 

ventilator at Pembroke Road since 1870. No money was allocated so 

improvisation appears to have been the order of the day. Twenty-five years 

later, an inspection of the Pound found it to be very dilapidated and in need 

of repairs. It would appear that much use was made of corrugated iron. In 

1922 after vandalism to iron sheeting at the Pound, culprits identified had 

been interviewed but they had no money to pay for restitution.  

By 1938 a telephone had been installed but lighting in the Pound was still by 

hurricane lamp for there was no electricity connection until 1952. The works 

associated with the Northern Stormwater Interceptor resulted in an electrical 

supply: eight lighting points and one 15-amp socket outlet were installed! 

History of the Downs  
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 History of the Downs 

This was despite erection in 1948 of a new implement shed and 

improvements to the mess room.  

With limited finance available, only very basic equipment was in use on the 

Downs. A hand water cart was purchased from Bristol Water Works Co. for 

watering turf and young trees. The first machinery purchased was a small 

lawn mower in 1913 for £1. In 1932, Gardiners demonstrated the Lloyd’s 

Triple Gang Mower (horse drawn) but a Fordson motor mower was also tried 

and bought in 1933. In 1937 an Allen self-propelled motor scythe was tried 

with a capacity of four acres per day. Eventually two machines were 

purchased and were in use into the 1950s. The unprotected cutting blades 

projected beyond the machine and would not meet current health and safety 

standards. Progressive mechanisation has seen a variety of tractors and 

other vehicles in use on the Downs. 

                                 Robert Westlake 

Source Material: Gerry Nichols 

The infamous Allan Self-propelled Reciprocating Auto Scythe 
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COMMITTEE:  

Robert Westlake (Chair), Martin Collins, Derek Catterall, Terry Hannan, 

Joan Gubbin, Robin Haward, Bob Bell, Caroline Baker, Tim Clarke, Barry 

Horton & Luke Hudson. 

SECRETARY: Jac Solomons 

KEY CONTACTS: 

Membership:     Joan Gubbin 

Articles for the Newsletter:    Robin Haward / Luke Hudson 

Please Note: Deadline for submissions for the Spring edition is 10th 

April  2021. Articles to robinhaward@blueyonder.co.uk or 

fodagcontent@gmail.com. 

Subscriptions: £10.00 per individual or £19.00 per household per calendar 

year. Please ask for a standing order.  

Please go via the website   

OR  

by post: The Membership Secretary, 3 Wallcroft, Durdham Park, BS6 6XJ. 

 

SOCIAL MEDIA: 

Website: http://www.friendsofthedowns.org The website has further      

information on events and a regular blog on the Downs.  

Facebook: Do please join the group on Facebook, and like/share the page 

to spread the word. @fodagbristol.   

Instagram:  Friends_of_the_Downs. 

Downs App: This is now working again, with thanks to Emily Smithson 

Please send any Downs & Gorge photos to fodagcontent@gmail.com. 

Noticeboard 

http://www.friendsofthedowns.org/


Angela Woolley 


