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∎ Foreword

BY I SABELLA TREE

Private gardens in Britain cover over 10 million acres – an area larger than all the country’s nature reserves combined. The potential of these millions of gardens, large and small, to provide habitat for wildlife is immense. Every garden owner can make a difference, and this wonderful book shows us how.

Never has there been a greater need to support British wildlife. Over the last few years, reports on the state of nature in Britain have been unremittingly dire. According to the RSPB, we have 40 million fewer birds in our skies today than we did in the 1960s. Native wild flowers are being lost at a rate of nearly one species a year per county – and that loss is accelerating. Insect numbers have halved since 1970. Gone are the days of midge and moth splatterings on car windscreens. Moths have declined by 88 per cent, ground beetles 72 per cent and butterflies 76 per cent. Bees and other pollinators are in crisis. And these are just the species that can be identified and monitored. Countless other insects, water plants, lichens, mosses and fungi are not even on the radar.

It’s tempting to be distracted by ecological headlines elsewhere – the chain-sawing of tropical rainforests, the construction of hydro-electric dams, the pollution of our seas – but what has been happening in the British Isles over the past three decades has been just as damaging. According to the 2016 State of Nature report, the UK is one of the most nature-depleted countries in the world, ranked 29th lowest out of 218 countries. What brings this home more poignantly than anything is the disappearance, in recent years, of some of our once common and most-loved species like house sparrows, water voles, dormice and hedgehogs.
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The best bug hotels have lots of small spaces in different shapes and sizes and are generally made from different reclaimed materials, or natural objects found in the garden.



Yet all is not lost. Rising to meet these unwelcome revelations is a groundswell of concern and a genuine desire to do something positive. From Extinction Rebellion to the anti-plastic revolution, we are beginning to think more deeply about our impact on the planet, to look differently at the landscape around us and find ways in which we can reverse the declines.

Most of us have influence over vegetation of some description, be it garden, allotment, roadside verge or window box. Simply mowing the lawn less frequently and reducing pesticide and fertiliser use can yield exponential benefits for wildlife. But how much more rewarding – and entertaining – to actively encourage bees and butterflies, birds and small mammals into our own back yard through establishing habitat, selecting plants and providing nesting places. How Can I Help Hedgehogs? shows us how we can do this, by providing fascinating insights into the life-cycles and habits of our native bugs and birds and revealing a whole universe at our fingertips, waiting to spring to life.

Gardens, this book reveals, are where human beings – just like ants and earthworms and beavers – can be a keystone species, adapting, nurturing, tweaking the habitat to the optimum for life. We can play with the mix: welcoming in wild flowers amongst our exotics and into our lawns; providing winter and spring sources of nectar for early pollinators; using natural processes like nematodes and companion-planting to counteract ‘pests’ like aphids and greenfly; leaving the odd pile of leaves for hibernating hedgehogs; or a patch of nettles for butterflies. This is rewilding at micro-level, and much is about changing our aesthetic: learning to relax a little about tidiness; perhaps even allowing ourselves to be consciously messy in areas where we feel it doesn’t matter too much.

And if we can connect with our neighbours the rewards can multiply further. If every garden in a street cuts a hedgehog hole in the fence, suddenly a street becomes a wildlife corridor. And a row of back-gardens can connect with a park, or a railway embankment, or a tow-path along a river, and out into the wider countryside, plugging in to the life-support system for our wildlife countrywide.

This book is a box of delights, a toolkit to enhance our enjoyment of nature on our doorstep and provide countless hours of fascination and rapture in the place where we most like to potter and tinker and, ultimately, be at one with the world.


Introduction

HUMAN SOCIETY IS WAKING UP to the need to safeguard other species. Where better to do this than in our own backyards? In recent decades, numbers of hedgehogs, wild bees and other common or garden species have plummeted alarmingly so there’s not a day to lose to transform our gardens into nature reserves. Thankfully, being stewards of nature has never been so easy or well-informed. How Can I Help Hedgehogs? is a friendly, uplifting look at some of the challenges, conundrums and curiosities of wildlife gardening.

It’s Elemental

Gardens are spaces we use for growing vegetables, drying the washing, enjoying barbecues, letting the kids play and more. But how does wildlife see gardens? To them they are just another type of habitat. Or, to be more accurate, a whole host of habitats, since each of us garden slightly differently. To help get into this mindset, we start by breaking the garden down into its key elements: air, land and water.

Creatures at home in the air include bats (the only mammals that can fly), our feathered friends and hundreds of species of flying insects and invertebrates. Did you realize your security lighting can be impacting on nocturnal inhabitants? And that feeding birds year round is more helpful than sporadic feeding? Chances are you’ve already picked up that single flowers are better for bees than doubles, but have you ever stopped to wonder why? This first chapter answers some of those niggling questions.

Next we explore the needs of the land lovers. Learn how to make a hedgehog door, build a beetle bank and turn your compost into a cosy reptile nursery. Tiger worms, woodlice and tiny springtails are also residents of the compost heap, but did you realize we would be buried under feet of rotting leaf litter if they weren’t busy recycling all that waste? A pooter is an essential part of the mini-beast hunter’s toolkit but be warned, if you suck on the wrong end you may be in for a mouth full of creepy crawlies!

A wildlife garden without water is like an orchard without fruit trees. Everyone needs a drink and some need a bath, too. In Chapter 3 meet the characters of a garden pond: the water boatmen, water slaters and azure damselflies. Discover who the hawkers, darters and chasers are, and how barley straw and a rainwater butt can keep your pond in tip top condition for wildlife. But it’s not all about ponds. If you live in an area prone to flash floods, then a Rain Garden could be just the ticket.

Garden Wildlife Rescue Party

By now, we are well on our way to becoming champion wildlife gardeners. So it’s time to get properly hands on with the help. But doing the right thing by wildlife isn’t always as straight forward as it might seem. Who hasn’t ever felt a bit conflicted over how to deal with garden ‘pests’? Or wondered what to do with an injured wild animal? Build your confidence in finding pesticide-free ways of gardening, handling difficult situations and coming to the rescue of wildlife in distress.

The final chapter equips us with knowledge on some of the bigger issues affecting the wildlife gardener. Few of us garden in isolation so we need to know how our actions and those of our neighbours can be harnessed to boost biodiversity. In the face of the earth’s Sixth Mass Extinction, could inspiring the Nature Deficit Disorder generation be the key to long-term species recovery?

So for answers to this and more, dip in for a five-minute eye-opener or read from cover-to-cover. How Can I Help Hedgehogs? demonstrates that we can all make a difference if we share a love of gardens and their wildlife.
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A

QUICK ANSWERS

The ‘A’ box under each question offers you the quick and dirty answer in the shortest form possible. Read on for the main text, which offers additional context and plenty of extra detail.
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Choosing plants that will appeal to as many different kinds of insect as possible is key to increasing the wildlife diversity in your garden.
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