Teachers’ notes for COED PORTHAMEL NATURE RESERVE, 
Introduction

Coed Porthamel reserve is on the quiet south western corner of Anglesey and despite its rather remote and peaceful location a visit here can uncover an abundance of wildlife and some interesting history. The reserve is relatively small at about 2.6 hectares so small groups can easily explore the site in one visit. Coed Porthamel is separated into two sections around Porthamel farm, Coed Chwarel is the largest part at 1.9 hectares to the east and Coed Brain at only 0.7 hectares to the north. Coed Chwarel has three main habitats, mature broadleaved woodland on limestone quarry floor and a covered rubbish tip while Coed Brain is mainly open Sycamore woodland. 
Due to past land use of the site you will need to obtain a key and permission to visit the reserve beforehand, contact NWWT to do so. It’s also worth noting that there is limited parking along the narrow lanes and a large bus might struggle. Although these notes are specific to Coed Porthamel they are generally applicable to woodland habitats too. 
These background notes and the accompanying suggestions for studies and activities have been compiled to encourage teachers of Key Stage 2 pupils to make use of this accessible resource to enrich their studies within the National Curriculum. In this way it is hoped that pupils will gain a greater appreciation and understanding of their locality.
History of Coed Porthamel
Coed chwarel has been quarried for limestone since records began. The site was occupied by Ancient Britons at the time of the Roman invasion and was probably already being used as a quarry then. 
Work continued into the 20th centaury when a railway line was used to transport limestone to the Menai Straits. It’s believed that limestone from this site was used in the construction of Caernarfon harbor. 

By the 1960s the quarrying had stopped and the north eastern part of Coed Chwarel began its life as a rubbish tip until 1974 when Anglesey County Council covered it with topsoil. NWWT have been managing the site since 1979. 
What is so special about Coed Porthamel?

Coed Porthamel provides an excellent opportunity to follow the regeneration of a disused rubbish tip back to semi-natural conditions. This site also helps maintain connectivity between the little coverage of woodland that exists on Anglesey. 
What lives at Coed Porthamel?

Once you have obtained the key you can enter Coed Chwarel from the gate to the right of the small road (before the farm if you are coming from Llanfairpwll) as you walk through this section of the woodland you may find it useful to try and identify the different types of trees present with your pupils. How you identify the trees will depend on the time of year, look at the leaf buds during spring, the leaves during summer, nuts and seeds during autumn and bark and the overall shape of the tree during winter. As you walk around you should be able to identify Ash as the most abundant tree here with the occasional Horse Chestnut, Wych Elm and Sycamore. The medium sized trees will be Elder, Hazel and Hawthorn. If you would like to compare your findings to Coed Brain, you will need to leave Coed Chwarel through the gate you entered and carry on past the farm, passing a large pond on your left and up the track straight ahead. Coed Brain will be the strip of woodland on your left as you continue up the narrow lane. It’s best to walk up this track as the road is uneven and narrow. 

Despite the relatively small size of the site there is an abundance of wildflowers and plants to study.  If you arrive in spring before the leaves on the trees are yet to open, chances are the air will be filled with the faint smell of garlic and the floor a white carpet of Ramsons, which are also known as wild or Wood Garlic. They favour the damp soil conditions of broad leaved deciduous woodlands. They will persist into the summer alongside Ivy and Hart’s Tongue Fern.  Due to the limestone quarry, the soil conditions at Coed Chwarel allow lime tolerant plants to grow; you will find Salad Burnet, Ox-eye Daisy and Common Spotted Orchid dotted about the place, while the old rubbish tip site has now been colonized by Nettles, Hemp Agrimony, Rosebay Willow-herb and Bramble.  A seasonal pond forms in the damp hollow of the ground and can be flanked by plants such as Wood Speedwell and Dog’s Mercury. 
This rich vegetation supports a healthy population of invertebrates which in turn help support the birds and mammals here. Marjoram, Honeysuckle and Buddleia are particular favorites for invertebrates such as moths and butterflies, in fact, the latter, (Buddleia) is also referred to as the butterfly bush and at least 20 species have been recorded at the reserve. The Buddleia and nettles supply feeding and laying sites for Small Tortoiseshell and Red Admiral, while the quarry floor supports butterflies typical of open grassland, such as Meadow Brown, Wall, Common Blue and Small Copper. Other butterflies that are commonly associated with clearings in or edges of the woodland include Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary, Gatekeeper and Speckled Wood. The fragrant and nectar rich Marjoram and Honeysuckle attract the night flying moths as the light starts to fade. Thirty species of moths have been recorded here and are most commonly associated with their larval food plants. For example, the Brimstone Moth, Yellow-tail, Early Thorn and Purple Thorn live on Hawthorn. Burnished Brass and The Snout feed on nettles and the Drinker, Shaded Broad-bar and Dark Arches feed on the grasses. 
Other invertebrates such as millipedes, centipedes and wood lice will inhabit the dead decaying branches scattered around the reserve, these are also good places to look out for fungi especially during the autumn months and examples of detrivores here include the easily recognizable black Dead Man’s Fingers or Honey Fungus. 
The scrubby patches of Bramble provide excellent nesting sites for birds such as warblers, thrushes and blackbirds. This quiet and wild woodland has been home to over 60 species of bird since 1979. As you lead your group through the wood it will be difficult to see and identify many of the birds, however you will hear them. The Wren has a particularly loud call given its size and the Robin can often be heard singing its elaborate song throughout the year, so you may want to ask the children to close their eyes and encourage them to listen to the songs of the woodland. 

Nine species of mammal have been recorded on the reserve the most common being the Rabbits who leave prominent traces of their presence dotted about the floor in the form of their droppings. Keep on the lookout for signs of foxes and hedgehogs that often frequent the site while small voles and mice also call Coed Porthamel home. The woodland is a heaven for the night dwelling flying mammals, bats. You may come across the bat boxes erected to encourage them. The bats that are most likely to inhabit these woodlands are Notctule bats, Pipistrelles and possibly Daubentons who like to roost in trees next to water and there is a sizable pond nearby. 
What is the North Wales Wildlife Trust doing at Coed Porthamel Nature Reserve?

In keeping with the quiet and “wild” nature of this site, management is kept to a minimum with usually just one annual work party convening on the site to maintain trails and prevent the scrub taking over. Previous management has included the thinning of Sycamore to allow more native species the chance to grow. 
Focus on key species

Tawny Owl
Coed Porthamel provides a safe and quiet haven for woodland animals in a landscape such as Anglesey, that has relatively little forest coverage. Tawny Owls are non-migratory and highly territorial, defending their patch all year round. As Coed Porthamel is not very large it is unlikely to be occupied by more than one pair. The habitat here is perfect as they usually choose to nest in tree hollows, perching in cover next to a trunk during the day; their mottled brown plumage is excellent camouflage. 
Tawny Owls pair up when they are one year old and usually remain together for life, which on average is about 5 years. Two to three chicks will leave the nest about 10 days after hatching, but will continue to be cared for by the parents for up to three months, when they must leave in search of a territory of their own. It is during this time they are most vulnerable; if they cannot find a new territory they will starve. Foxes are known to predate on young Tawny Owls, and they are also occasionally discovered and pestered by small birds during the day. 
Owls are nocturnal so you are unlikely to come across one on your visit; however there may be signs of their presence in the form of owl pellets on the ground. Tawny Owls are adapted well to hunt at night; with soft feathers they are silent fliers, and have good eyesight and excellent hearing. They will hunt small rodents such as Woodmouse or Bank Vole, small birds and occasionally young rabbits, earthworms and beetles, swallowing the prey whole. Owl pellets are regurgitated, medium-sized grey clumps of bone and fur, usually found in clusters under branches used for roosting. 
Tawny Owls are cultural symbols of bad luck and death, perhaps because of their eerie calls. 

Ash
Ash is one of the most common native broadleaved trees in Britain. It can grow on poor nutrient soils but thrives on calcareous soils, which is probably why there is a healthy population on the lime rich soils of Coed Chwarel. It has characteristic black leaf bud on a long silvery grey stalk and is one of the last native trees to come into leaf in May and the first to shed its leaves in Autumn. There is a saying that refers to the leaf burst used to predict the summer weather, “Ash before Oak we’re in for a soak, Oak before Ash we’re in for a splash”. 
Ash leaves have a central stalk and 6-12 pairs of leaflets with a single leaflet at the end and can be confused with Elder which has a similar leaf structure but with fewer leaflets, usually between 5-7 pairs. Both trees occur here, you may wish to compare the leaves with the pupils. The leaf structure means these trees cast a relatively light shade allowing for rich woodland undergrowth with plants such as Hart’s Tongue Fern and Lesser Celandine - also lime-loving plants, associated with Ash woodland. Other associations include 41 species of invertebrates, which is relatively low when compared to other tree species such as Oak, for which 284 species of invertebrate are associated with. Ash does however support a large number of lichen species at around 255 associations.

In the past Ash was used by Anglo-Saxons to make spears. The Scandinavians refer to Ash as the “tree of the world” and the “tree of rebirth and healing”. The British seemed to agree with its healing properties and used to pass a naked child through a split Ash trunk in a healing ritual to cure broken limbs or rickets. 
Fungi

Fungi is the name for a group of very varied and diverse living organisms such as mushrooms, toadstools and moulds. Fungi can come in all shapes and sizes; jelly-like, slimy, dusty, colourful, brown, green or white. They favour damp areas, and woodlands such as Coed Porthamel provide ideal growing conditions. Unlike plants they cannot produce their own food, but instead must absorb nutrients from their surroundings. Many fungi use small white stringy strands called hyphae to do this. Different fungi have different survival strategies and they can provide essential services such as decomposing of plant matter and recycling nutrients in woodland systems. Saprophytic fungi help do this, they feed on dead or decaying matter such as the leaf litter on the ground or fallen branches and help maintain a healthy woodland system, preventing build up on the ground. 
Mycorrhizal fungi form symbiotic relationships, usually with roots of trees, whereby both the tree and fungi benefit from the relationship. Some fungi can form association with a wide range of trees while others are more specific in their tree choice, for example the distinctive Cauliflower Fungus grows with Conifers. 

Parasitic fungi choose to feed on living organisms. Examples include the Bracket Fungi that grow inside mature trees, forming shelf-like fruiting bodies on the outside of the tree. Dryad’s Saddle is a bracket fungus that favours Ash. The Honey Fungus is another example that can be very destructive; it also holds the record for the largest single living organism recorded at 3.4 square miles and around a thousand years old. 
Fungi reproduce by releasing spore cells. Some fungi are edible while others are deadly if consumed. Fungi can be very beneficial outside of woodlands too, humans use the Yeast fungus to make bread and beer, while the penicillin fungus is used as an antibiotic against bacteria and has helped save thousands of lives. As a general rule autumn is the best time of year to undertake a fungal foray. 
Focus on woodland food chains

Hazel nuts
>
wood mouse
>
Tawny Owl

Oak leaf
>
Caterpillar
>
Blue tit

>
Sparrow hawk
Dead leaf
>
Earthworm
>
Blackbird
>
Fox
Leaf

>
Aphid

>
Ladybird
>
Sparrow
Planning your trip
What can be seen at Coed Porthamel varies according to the time of the year. You need to ensure that you visit at the right time to gain what you want from your visit. The table below gives a rough idea of what might be seen but a great deal depends on the weather and on how quiet you are.

Flowers

April, May, June
Butterflies
June, July, August

Birds

April, May, June
Fungi

August - November
Things to remember: 

· There may be rubbish coming up from under the top soil where the rubbish tip existed, 


Warn the children not to run in the forest or touch any of the rubbish. 

· Much of the ground at Coed Chwarel is uneven so its best not to veer too far from the 
path.  

· There’s some bramble and nettle present so it’s best to wear old trousers and long sleeves to avoid grazing the skin or getting stung. 
· grazing animals may be present – they tend not to be aggressive but it’s best to keep away

· Dog faeces may occur at Coed Brain so be vigilant 
· keep to the Country Code

· leave Coed Porthamel the way it was when you first arrived
· teachers should carry out their own risk assessments
· If you are looking for fungi ensure the children wash their hands afterwards, especially before consuming any food. 
Useful resources
Collecting pots (or old yogurt pots can work)
White trays or even A3 sheets of paper

Sticks can be useful for shaking vegetation and avoiding the prickles of bramble
Magnifying glasses
Camera for documenting the action

Clipboards, paper & pencil 

Collecting boards with double sided sticking take or a collecting bag.
On site activities
In order to gain as much from your visit as possible here as some suggestions to possible activities before, during and after your visit to help children develop their thinking they can plan and reflect on their outdoor experience. 
Tree ID

You can download some guides free of charge from the Woodland Trust Nature Detectives website to help you identify the trees. Summer months are probably the easiest time to identify the trees from their leaves.

Nut hunt
You could attempt a nut hunt during autumn months. Once you find the nuts you can examine them for teeth marks. Hazel nuts are particularly good for this, if the nut has been split in half a squirrel or jay was the culprit. Tidy teeth marks above and below the rim of a hole at the top are a sign of a Woodmouse, while teeth marks on the inside but none on the outside signify the work of a vole. 

Fugal foray
If you are visiting during the autumn, you may want to ask the pupils to look out for fungi; you will need to ensure you have hand sanitizer for all the children after this activity as some fungi can be poisonous. You may come across tiny ones, very big ones, smelly ones and colorful ones, so there’s scope for making this a competitive activity. Ask the children to make a note of where they find the fungi. As a general rule, most here will be associated with fallen dead or decaying branches.  
Mini-beast survey
Separate children into small teams of twos or threes at most and give each team a white tray or A3 sheet of paper. Ask them to place the trays / sheets under different types of vegetation you can either tell them to shake the vegetation with their hands or use sticks to beat the vegetation carefully (best avoid nettles, bramble and gorse). The tray will catch the mini-beasts that live in the vegetation. They can use collecting pots to scoop them up carefully and magnifying lenses for a closer look. Questions to ask include:
Do the mini-beasts have legs or wings or both, if so how many?
What colour are the mini-beasts? Do they camouflage well or are they bright and what might this mean? 
What do you think the mini-beasts eat and what kind of animals do you think feed on the mini-beasts?

How do the think the mini-beasts might escape their predators? 
Do they find different mini-beasts in different vegetation?

Do the results differ between shady and sunny areas? 

Shorter activities
Quiet time

Ask the children to close their eyes for 2-5 minutes encouraging them to listen to the sounds of the reserve. Ask them to count the different types of sounds and discuss what they think they heard. 
Classroom follow-up 

Food chain game

This will help reinforce what the children have learnt and can either take place before the visit or as classroom / school yard follow up. 

You will need to print pictures of different organisms in the food chain examples above; alternatively you could ask the children to draw them. Hand out a different picture to each pupil. Ask the pupil representing the base of the food chain, usually a plant, to come forward and get the pupils to arrange themselves in order of what they eat, you can link them up with string to reflect a food web or just get them to stand in a line if you are attempting a simple food chain. You can also try removing the plant which represents the habitat and ask what them what they think the consequences would be. 
Artwork

Ask pupils to draw examples of the wildflowers, fungi and mini-beasts they discovered. 

Make a record using the materials you collected on boards or in a bag and photos to make a poster, collage or a wild scrapbook. Choose a different habitat as a theme each term / year. 
Research projects

You may want to set pupils some follow up homework this could involve a research project looking at comparing deciduous woodland and coniferous plantation, both of which are found on Anglesey or you may wish to compare deciduous woodland to a tropical one which will help students develop their understanding and knowledge of the world. Alternatively you could study the different life stages of butterflies and compare to moths. 
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