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Field Signs

What Can I Spot in May?

House Martin Swallow Swift

Bat Kingfisher Dipper

Mute Swan Moorhen

Dragonflies and damselflies (Odonata) 

Yellow Iris/
Flag iris

OwlFoxOtter
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This booklet will take you through commonly seen animals,
plants and field signs along the canal in springtime. 

 
Why not make a note below of what you spot and when, and

feed into our community map by submitting your results on the
software. You can also upload photographs and videos :
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 Animals & Plants



What about those species that are adept at hiding or that prefer
to move about under the cover of darkness? You might be lucky
to see an Otter, Fox, Owl or Dipper but if not there will probably

be clues showing they have been there overnight, known as field
signs - photos on page 2. Dippers leave tell-tale white droppings

on stones next to or even in the middle of a river as they often
come back to perch (and poo) in the same place.

 

Field Signs
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Scan the QR Code or follow the link to post
and share your findings on our 
Community Mapping Software:



Swifts are almost always in the air -feeding, mating, drinking and sleeping on the
wing, in fact they only ever land to nest! They are 17-19cm but have a larger

wingspan than Swallows, which mean they often look bigger than they are. They
are dark coloured on upper and under parts except a pale area at the throat. 

Summer visitors from Southern Africa, these species are likely to be hard at
work breeding and building nests at this time of year– no rest even after a

5,000 mile journey! 
 

Quite often confused for one another, how do you tell them apart?

Swallows, Swifts & Martins

At around 13-15cm, the House
Martin is the smallest of the three

and distinguished by a white
belly which contrasts with their
black upper parts. They have a
short, forked tail, nest in small
colonies and are often seen

perching on telephone wires,
especially when new fledged (out

of the nest).

Swallows are the most
exuberantly coloured of the three
with a glossy blue/black back and

wings, white underside and red
forehead and chin. They also have

long tail streamers and trill
incessantly as they fly overhead in

groups. Swallows are generally
communal but tend to nest

separately. 

Although spread across the UK it is often hard to spot a Kingfisher other than a
quick flash of blue and orange out the corner of your eye. 

Good places to look out for kingfishers are spots near the canal or slower-flowing
reaches of the River Frome, where they might be perching patiently on a low

branch waiting for the next meal to swim by.  
Presence of a kingfisher is a good sign as it indicates water quality is high. If you

manage to watch them for long enough you can tell a male from a female
kingfisher by looking at the bill – males have an entirely black bill, whilst females

have an orangey-red patch at the base. 

Kingfishers



So you think you are unlikely to spot Bats in towns and cities? Wrong. Although
some Bat species prefer quiet, dark rural locations some have adapted and

become specialised to living amongst us in more urban areas. 
Bats are master acrobats and love to fly along linear features such as canals,

rivers and hedges so keep your eyes peeled when out walking at dusk or night
and you might notice something flitting hurriedly across the sky.

Pipistrelles (pictured) are the UKs most common bat and are tiny (weighing in at
5 grams, the same as a 20p piece) with reddish-brown fur and black ears, nose
and wings. Pipistrelle are well suited to urban environments with a varied diet

and preference for roosting in buildings. They also seem to be less disturbed by
artificial lighting than some other bat species. 

If you see a bat flying low above the surface of the canal or river it might be a
Daubenton’s Bat (often referred to as the Water Bat). 

Did You Know? 

• Despite the common saying bats are not blind, they actually have very
sensitive vision so can see in conditions we might consider pitch black. 
• Bats will not drink your blood (well not the ones in the UK anyway) – they are
insectivorous and a tiny pipistrelle can munch through 3,000 insects a night!
• Bats hunt at night using echolocation or sonar. To echolocate, bats send out
sound waves from the mouth or nose. When the sound waves hit an object they
produce echoes. The echo bounces off the object and returns to the bats' ears.
Bats listen to the echoes to figure out where the object is, its size and shape

Bats



Mute Swans

One of our most familiar waterway birds, Mute Swans can be seen
regularly on the canal and river where we have a number of pairs who
tend to breed successfully most years. The birds tend to mate for life

and feed on plants, particularly waterweed (but not bread!)

Sometimes confused with a Coot - Moorhens have a red and yellow beak,
whilst a coot’s beak is all white - Moorhens are regular visitors to ponds, lakes,
rivers and canals where they feed on water plants, seeds, fruit, grasses, insects

snails, worms and even small fish. Interestingly, research suggests that for a
female moorhen a small, fat male is preferred as a mate.

Moorhens



 Dragonflies and Damselflies
Dating back to prehistoric times when giant versions the same size as eagles

graced our skies, dragon and damselflies (Odonata) live in a variety of wetland
habitats preferring good water quality as their young (nymphs) live underwater

and need clear water to hunt. So what’s the difference between the two? 
 

Well, damselflies are the smaller of the two and more easily identified by the fact
they close their wings at rest. Dragonflies meanwhile keep their wings open

when resting and have a very strong flight which can include some aggressive
acrobatics with other dragonflies. Incredibly dragonflies can move each wing

independently, fly backwards and hover like a helicopter. The way dragonflies
move is so responsive and precise that bioengineers are studying the movement

to try and improve aircraft wing design. 

Yellow Iris/ Flag Iris

From May to August, these flowers can be found in ponds, canals and anywhere
marshy, the length and breadth of the country. The Yellow iris has tall reed stems
and long, narrow grey-green leaves. Its large, yellow flower petals fold back on

themselves and hang down around the outer edges of the flower. Dense iris beds
can offer valuable shelter in the shallows to species such as moorhens and water

voles, help control floods and act as a giant filter, improving water quality.



Field Signs

Eurasian Otters can be found in rivers, canals and wetlands in rural areas but
also in towns and cities across the country. After facing near extinction in the 1950
otters have made a remarkable and wonderful comeback due to improvements
in water quality and bans on hunting and chemical use. Notoriously hard to spot

in the day, otters tend to hunt mostly at night and are semi-aquatic.
Otters produce droppings known as ‘spraints’, which are left in prominent places
along watercourses such as rivers and canals on rocks or under bridges to mark
out their territories. Otter spraints are usually dark greenish, slimy and full of fish

bones, scales and crayfish parts so a quick look can often tell you what they have
been eating. Some say that fresh otter poo smells like jasmine tea….

 

So as unglamorous as it might sound you can tell a lot about the
wildlife in a location by looking out for poo. Unfortunately the most

common poo you are likely to come across is dog poo, best avoided
as it can contain pathogens dangerous to humans. However, do keep

your eyes peeled for some of these animals poo.
 

Otters



Fox footprints can be confused with the more common dog or cat but
there are a few key differences so stop and have a look at those footprints

in the muddy edges of the canal or after rain.
One key difference is that a diagonal cross can be drawn through the fox

print (I like to think of it as an X for foX) and not through the dog or cat
prints. 

Another method to tell the two apart is to place is to place a blade of grass
across the middle of the print along the top of the two outermost toes. On a

fox track the line shouldn’t intersect the middle digital pads. On a dog the
outer pads will generally overlap the middle ones so the line will intersect 

Did you know 150,000 Foxes are thought to live in towns and cities across
Britain? Foxes have adapted amazingly well to living alongside humans.

Foxes produce dog-like droppings that are usually pointy at one end and
full of fur, feathers, tiny bones, seeds and berries. In rural areas, fox poo is

quite dark, but in urban areas, where foxes eat human food waste, it can be
lighter. Variable in size, approximately 8-12cm in length, 2cm in width. Fresh

droppings have a distinctively musky or ‘foxy’ smell.

Foxes



You might already know that owl pellets are not poo but are regurgitated
food that the owl is unable to digest – that’s right owl vomit. Owl pellets

often contain items such as the fur and bones of small mammals and birds.
These ‘pellets’ can look like animal droppings, but do not smell and

gradually turn grey as they dry out. Although you are less likely to find owls
in the centre of towns, the greener area around Stonehouse with areas of

rough grazing might be places to look out for owl pellets. 

Owls

Dippers
A wonderful bird that feeds predominantly while submerged (yes that’s under
the water), picking food from the bottom of the stream of riverbed. To do this

they have a transparent, third, eyelid which allows them to see underwater, flaps
over their nostrils and strong feet for gripping onto rocks.  

A chocolate-brown bird with a white chin, throat and breast they can sometimes
be seen sitting on a stone next to a river or steam so look out for these in those
sections close to the River Frome. But even if you are not lucky enough to spot
one look our for their tell-tale white droppings on stones next to or even in the
middle of a river as they often come back to perch (and poo) in the same place.



Notes


