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TASMANIAN DEVIL IN DECLINE
Australia has raised protection levels for the Tasmanian devil, the world's largest surviving marsupial carnivore, from vulnerable to endangered. 

The population, which is found on the island of Tasmania, has been decimated by a facial tumour disease. The cancers are mostly concentrated around the mouth and head. The disease is contagious and is spread among groups of devils through biting. Infected animals die within months of the symptoms first appearing. Despite intense scientific research, a cure has not been found. 

The number of Tasmanian devils in the wild is thought to have fallen by up to 70% since the mid-1990s. 

The new conservation status will give the animals’ greater protection under national environment laws. 
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Successful Composting

The Eco-System of a Compost Heap

Introduction

As a composter you can put as much effort as you like into your composting system, but at its heart, composting is really a very simple process that requires only minimal maintenance.  Once you understand the basics you will need to choose a bin system and build or purchase it (of course bin-less compost piles can work effectively as well).  With an understanding of the fundamentals, a place to construct or place your bin and a few ingredients, you will be ready to produce good material for your garden.

Why use compost?

Compost does several things to benefit the soil that synthetic fertilisers cannot do.  First it adds organic matter, which improves the way water interacts with the soil.  Compost acts as a sponge to help retain water in the soil that would otherwise drain down below the reach of plant roots, protecting plants against drought.  In clay soils, the compost helps to add porosity enabling tiny holes and passageways to form within the structure, making soil drain more quickly so that it does not stay waterlogged and thereafter dry out to a hard crust.  Compost also inoculates the soil with a vast number of beneficial microbes (bacteria and fungi, etc) and provides a habitat required for the microbes to live.  These microbes are able to extract nutrients from the mineral part of the soil and eventually pass the nutrients on to plants.

Composting Fundamentals

Good composting is a matter of providing the proper environmental conditions for microbial life.  Compost is made by billions of microbes (fungi and bacteria etc) that digest garden and kitchen waste within the bin.  If the pile is cool enough, worms, insects and their relatives will help the microbes.  All of these will slowly make compost out of garden and kitchen waste under any conditions; however, all organisms require air, water, and a supply of food to function affectively.

Consumers

Consumers are microorganisms – bacteria, fungi etc.  These produce litter and organic matter.  Consumers provide waste matter within the heap and provide other material as they die off.

Decomposers

Decomposers are microorganisms and fungi which live on dead and decaying organic matter.  Decomposers play an important role in that they release nutrients trapped within the material.  Some decomposers provide specialist functions and break down toxins and weed killers.

Air

Composting microbes are aerobic – they are unable to work well unless they are provided with air.  Without air, anaerobic microbes take over the pile.  Anaerobic microbes will cause slow decomposition, but will tend to smell like putrefying rubbish!  For this reason, it is important to ensure there are air passages within the compost pile.  Some compost ingredients such as green grass cuttings or wet leaves, compact easily into slimy layers, which exclude air.  Other ingredients such as straw don’t compost easily but are helpful in allowing air to reach the centre of the pile.  To ensure that you have adequate aeration within the heap, thoroughly break up and mix in all ingredients periodically.

Water

Ideally the compost material should be as a wrung out sponge to fit the needs of the microbes.  At this moisture level there is a thin film of water coating every particle in the heap, making it very easy for microbes to live and disperse themselves throughout the pile.  If your heap is drier than this, composting will be significantly slowed down.  If your compost heap is much wetter, the ingredients will be heavy enough to compact and exclude air.  When using dry ingredients such as autumn leaves or straw, it will be necessary to moisten them as you add them to the heap.  Kitchen fruit and vegetable waste generally have enough moisture, as do fresh grass cuttings and garden thinnings.  In periods of heavy rain, it may be necessary to cover your heap to prevent water logging.

Food

In broad terms there are two major kinds of food that composting microbes require ‘browns’ are dry and dead plant materials such as straw, dry brown weeds, autumn leaves and wood chips or sawdust.  These materials are mostly made of chemicals that are just long chains of sugar molecules linked together.  As such these items are a source of energy for the compost microbes.  Because they tend to be dry, browns often need to be moistened before they are put into the compost system; ‘greens are fresh (and often green) plant material such as green weeds from the garden, kitchen fruit and vegetable scraps, green leaves, coffee grounds and tea bags, fresh horse manure etc.  Compared to browns greens have more nitrogen in them.  Nitrogen is a critical element in amino acids and proteins and can be thought of as a protein source for the multiplying microbes.

A good mix of browns and greens is the best nutritional balance for the microbes.  This mix also helps out with aeration and the amount of water within the pile.  Browns for instance, tend to be bulky and promote good aeration.  Greens, on the other hand, are typically high in moisture content and balance out the dry nature of the browns.

Good Compost Material

Greens

· Grass cuttings
· Weeds (annuals and perennials)

· Fruit and vegetable scraps

· Plant remains (including cut flowers and house plants)

· Old flowers and bedding plants

· Young hedge clippings

Browns

· Tea bags, coffee grounds and filters.
· Egg shells.
· Dried grass and weeds.
· Old straw and hay.
· Wood ash.
· Cardboard and paper (should be shredded or torn).
· Rabbit/Hamster and other vegetable pet bedding.
· Small amount of leaves – Large amounts are best composted on their own in black bags or wire mesh containers to make leaf mould.
· Woody prunings (small amounts).
· Sawdust and wood shavings (small amounts).

Mesophillic Stage

Mesophillic bacteria have a temperature range from ambient temperature to 45o C.  The population growth is rapid in the early stage due to the availability of O2 and H2O.  The temperature rises quickly in the early stages.  Heat is normally dissipated to the environment/atmosphere.  In a compost heap the heat is trapped within the material, with the material itself providing insulation.  The temperature may rise to 50oC within days.  At this temp mesophillic bacteria will be killed at the same time pH declines due to the production of organic acids.

Thermophillic Bacteria

Thermophillic bacteria are more resistant to high temperatures between 45 and 75oC, the continuing degradation by these bacteria further increase the temperature within the heap.

The higher temperature has the effect of killing pathogens within the heap and at temperatures above 70oC all pathogens will be killed.

The pH begins to increase as organic nitrogen is converted into ammonia.  Moisture will also evaporate with the increase in temperature.  As the temperature reaches 75oC conditions will become less acceptable to thermophillic bacteria and together with the reduction in moisture the bacteria will begin to die.  At this point the compost heap begins to cool down.

The decline in temperature makes way for a second colony of mesophillic bacteria to grow within the heap.  The main problem at this stage is that the moisture and O2 levels will be depleted.  If left anaerobic conditions will result, which may give rise to odours and the production of hydrogen sulphide and methane.  It will therefore be necessary to mix the heap, thereby introducing O2 and water by increasing pore space.  In addition, this cycle may take place several times during the composting period.

The stages of composting can be monitored by testing the pH levels.  The pH will stabilise and maintain a level near neutral.

Near the final stages where the nutrient levels have decreased, competition and antagonism will occur between organisms. The bacteria will produce antibodies in order to kill off other bacteria, which are competing for limited resources.  This part of the composting process serves to sterilise the compost material itself.

Maturation Stage

This stage is the final stage allowing the compost to mature before use.  This stage may take up to 6 months; however, the initial decomposition may have taken only ¾ weeks.  The microbial activity at this stage is much slower.
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This process increases the available nutrients together with nitrification, (NH4         NO3), this produces high levels of nutrients. 
Troubleshooting

If you are experiencing problems making good compost, don’t give up!  The cause is usually simple and the following detail in Table 1 will help get you back on track.
Table 1: Troubleshooting
	Symptoms


	Problems
	Solutions

	Compost has a bad smell
	Not enough water/too compacted/too much green material.

Too much water


	Turn the pile and add browns

Decrease watering; protect from heavy rain, turn pile and add browns.

	Centre of heap is dry
	Not enough water
	Moisten and turn heap

	Pile has slumped and appears slimy


	Too much green material
	Turn heap adding browns

	Swarms of fruit flies
	Exposed kitchen scraps
	Cover all kitchen scraps with leaves, newspaper or similar.



	Heap not heating up
	Insufficient Moisture.

Poor aeration

Lack of Greens


	Add water while turning pile

Turn Heap

Mix in greens e.g. grass cuttings.
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How to make a Nest Box

Natural nest holes do not come in standard sizes, so use the following dimensions only as a guide. Use a plank about 150mm wide and 15 mm thick. The size of each section is to be cut as shown on the diagram. The inside of the box must be at least 100 mm square and the bottom of the entrance hole must be at least 125 mm from the floor. If it is less, young birds might be scooped out by a cat. Use galvanised nails or screws. The inside front surface should
be rough to allow the young birds to clamber up. A drainage hole should be drilled in the base. The entrance hole size depends on the species you hope to attract:

• 25 mm for coal, marsh and blue tits

• 28 mm for great tits and tree sparrows

• 32 mm for nuthatches and house sparrows
• A starling box needs to be 25-30% larger with an entrance 45 mm across.

Hinge the lid with a strip of leather or rubber (an old piece of bicycle inner tube would do). Do not nail the lid down but use a good catch to fasten it. You will want to clean out the box in the autumn. The same box with the upper half of the front taken away altogether may attract the occasional robin, pied wagtail or wren to nest. Spotted flycatchers prefer an even shallower, open-fronted box. Softwood boxes may be treated with water-based preservatives such as Fenceguard or Sadolin: apply only to the outside of the box, and not around the entrance hole. Whatever you use, make sure the box dries and airs thoroughly before putting it up.

Where to site a Nest Box
Boxes for tits, sparrows or starlings should be fixed two to five metres up a tree or wall, out of the reach of cats and curious humans! Unless there are trees or buildings, which give permanent shelter, it is best facing between north and east, thus avoiding strong sunlight and the wettest winds. Tilt the box forward slightly so that any driving rain will hit the roof and bounce clear. House sparrows and starlings will readily use nest boxes placed high up under the eaves and these will often deter the birds from nesting in your roof! Keep these away from areas where house martins normally nest. Open-fronted boxes for robins and wrens need to be low down, well hidden in vegetations.

Fixing your nest box with nails may damage the tree. It is better to attach it with wire around the trunk or branch. Use a piece of hose or section of car tyre around the wire to prevent damage to the tree. Remember that trees grow in girth as well as height, and check any fixing every two or three years.  Two boxes of the same kind may both be occupied if they are at the edge of adjoining territories and if there is plenty of natural food. Tits can, however, be very aggressive and seldom nest at densities greater than two or three pairs per acre. If you put up different boxes, you can attract several species.

Bird Friendly Gardens

A range of relatively simple measures can be recommended which could help to reduce the risk of cats catching garden birds, especially where food is being put out for birds.

· Where cats are a problem avoid putting food on the ground, use a bird table.

· Place feeders high off the ground but away from surfaces from which a cat could jump.

· Place spiny plants such as holly or an uncomfortable surface around the base of the feeding station.

· Place an upturned tin or cone underneath the table to prevent cats from climbing the post (squirrel baffles are already commercially available).

· Make a table stand slippery by using a metal post or by fixing plastic bottles around non-metal posts.

· Plant wildlife friendly vegetation, such as prickly bushes and thick climbers in the garden to provide secure cover for birds. These should be close enough to where birds feed to provide cover.  This kind of planting may also provide food and nesting sites.

· Position nesting boxes where cats cannot reach them or sit close to them, which would prevent the parent bird gaining access to the box.

· Cat deterrents such as ultrasonic devices and strong smelling repellents are available.  The effectiveness of these is probably variable, and there is little scientific evidence of their effectiveness.  However, many people tell how they have achieved good results with a variety of techniques.
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Natural Spaces of Andalucia.
Today in Andalucia you will find five nature parks, four nature reserves, six protected areas and five described as “natural monuments”. It has taken two decades to get to this stage, but well worth the effort, when you visit the areas for yourself.
The nature parks include Sierra de las Nieves, Grazalema, Los Alcornocales, Sierra Tejeda-Almijara and Montes de Malaga. These areas are covered in forest, with trees such as pines, oak and cork oak. Only in two of these areas can you see the now rare species of pinsapo pine, the Sierra de las Nieves and Grazalema. Although the Malaga area has 5000 hectares of pinsapo forest it is still considered to be in danger of extinction.
Los Alcornales is considered one of Europe`s most important green zones. This is due to its huge oak and cork oak forests, which cover an area of 168,000 hectares. Its climate resembles that of northern Spain, with pleasant temperatures of 20 degrees when the rest of Malaga is sweltering in temperatures of 35 degrees. This climate gives way to a great growth of ferns not normally associated so far south.
The Sierra Tejeda-Almijara nature park is the most easterly in the Malaga area. Its biggest treasure is its population of 1300 mountain goats.

The Montes de Malaga is an area of 5000 hectares of woodland, and because of its closeness to Malaga, it acts as giant air filter for the city. The area was reforested thirty years ago, when the vines were wiped out by disease. Now the wildlife is returning, the most important being the Griffin Vulture, Booted Eagle and wild boar.
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Building the box


Building a bat box is easy with care. It is best to use solid, durable timber. Bats may take some time to find and use the box, but will often then use it for years. Seasoned British hardwoods, such as sweet chestnut or oak, are good but can be expensive. Pine is cheaper but less durable. Please try to buy�Forest Stewardship Council labelled timber - this comes from sustainably managed forests - particularly if you use foreign hardwoods. Salvage timber is likely to be unusable because of previous chemical treatments it may have been subject to.�Rough wood is better as this helps bats to get a good grip as they clamber around, inspecting the bat box. If the wood is smooth, rough it up by using the teeth of a saw. For each bat box you will need a plank of wood 150 mm wide and 25 mm thick. To complete construction, just follow the diagram.








Bats


There are 27 species of bat in Spain including:


barbastelle : barbastela or murciélago de bosque (Barbastella barbastellus); 


Bechstein's bat : murciélago ratonero forestal (Myotis bechsteini); 


brown long-eared bat : murciélago orejudo dorado (Plecotus auritus); 


common pipistrelle : murciélago enano (or de Cabrera) (Pipistrellus mediterraneus) 


Daubenton's bat : murciélago ratonero ribereño (Myotis daubentoni) 


Not threatened. Throughout Peninsula. More common in the north and rare in arid south-east. absent from the Islands 


European free-tailed bat : murciélago rabudo (Tadarida teniotis) 


Geoffroy's bat : murciélago ratonero pardo (Myotis emarginata) 


greater horseshoe bat : murciélago grande de herradura (Rhinolophus ferrumequinun); 


greater mouse-eared bat : murciélago ratonero grande : (Myotis myotis); 


greater noctule : nóctulo grande (Nyctalus lasiopterus); 
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Mijas is celebrating its International Days on Saturday 13th and Sunday 14th June.  Events such as flamenco dancing and barbeques are being held from 12 noon until midnight on the 13th, and there is a series of workshops from 12 noon until 8pm on the 14th. You can try food from all over the world for the special price of one euro.


Well worth a visit!
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Dear Members,


Vejay, Eric and I want to apologize for the delay in producing this newsletter, due to personal and work commitments.


Well summer is upon us once more, long hot days and balmy nights, with the odd tropical storm thrown in. This season brings many things, flowers, birds, insects and fiestas!




















These last few weeks have seen a “hive” of activity amongst the insect world, especially the Carpenter Bee. We have discovered three nests this year, and have got the sawdust to prove it!


Already you can hear the locusts and crickets in the early evening, and it won`t be long before the cicadas join in.


A month ago, I caught my first sighting of a Be-eater, I could not believe my luck, and only this last week saw a young Tawny Owl perched on the telephone lines looking for food. 

















Last month the orange trees were in bloom, filling the air with their perfume, and now we have roses, bougainvilleas and hibiscus following on. 





Once again we are looking for suggestions for trips and meetings, if you have any, you can contact me either by phone or email (contact list at the end of newsletter).


Until next time,


Linda





p.s. Eric has been busy in this 


News letter, with his tips for


Composting , and building


your own bird and Bat boxes.








CONTACTS


Dr Vejay Singh - 952 711 377


Or


Eric Needham – 691 117 844 or E-mail: �HYPERLINK "mailto:ericneedham@gmail.com"�ericneedham@gmail.com�


Or


Linda Needham – 691 536 076 or E-mail: �HYPERLINK "mailto:lindaneed@gmail.com"�lindaneed@gmail.com�





Or Import Exotics, Local 48, Commercial Centre Fiesta, Avd. De la Constitución, Arroyo de la Miel, Málaga. 29631





� HYPERLINK "http://zoologicalsociety.tripod.com" �http://zoologicalsociety.tripod.com� 








Make a bat box


Bats are becoming increasingly rare in the UK and Spain. The loss of roost sites is just one of the reasons for their sad decline. You can help these fascinating little mammals by making new roost sites for them. Bats may roost in a variety of places - woodpecker holes, buildings, caves, mines and railway and canal tunnels. But old trees are cut down or blown over by strong winds, buildings are often sprayed with deadly woodworm treatment, mine shafts filled in, caves and tunnels disturbed, and the bats are left without suitable roosts. Bat boxes can help by providing alternative roost sites for them.








Standard nest box.  By varying the size of the entry hole a variety of species will take up residence.
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