INFORMATION FOR TEACHERS – Cors Goch National Nature Reserve
Introduction

Anglesey is fortunate in that it has several bogs – a habitat which is rapidly disappearing in Britain. Many children have experienced the seashore, and going for a walk in a woodland is not a rare activity for them either. However, the experience of being on a bog is unique since it is so different from other habitats. Not only is the ambience different, but the wildlife living on the bog is special, since it mainly lives in wet conditions only. As a result, bogs have wildlife which it is not possible to see anywhere else. The aim of this resource is to encourage teachers of children in Keystage 2 to use Cors Goch as a resource to teach programmes of study within the National Curriculum, and through this to engender a better understanding of the local environment amongst children.

How did Cors Goch come into being
Series of diagrams on www.kesgrave.suffolk.sch.uk/Curric/geog/vegsuc.html
During the last Ice Age (10,000 – 12,000 years ago) glaciers carved out the shallow valley now occupied by Cors Goch. When the ice in the glacier melted at the end of the Ice Age, a lake was left in the valley. Gradually more and more plants grew on the lake margins and as they died, they decayed in the water and formed peat. The layers of peat gradually built up and slowly filled the lake to create the bog. Today, only large two areas of open water (Llyn Cadarn and another unamed pool) are left as remnants of the lake which once occupied most of the valley.

What lives here?

Although Cors Goch is a wetland it is surrounded by ground which is drier and a line has been marked on the ground (transect) for your use which shows the differences between these habitats.

As you walk from the high ground you will encounter plants and may see several animals which are special to these dry conditions. The soil is not very deep here and as a result it dries out quickly. There are different types of heather, wild thyme, gorse and ladies bedstraw growing here. If you visit in spring you should see a fine show of violets  and spring squill on the lower slopes. These sunny slopes are the domain of the adder and the common lizard, although it is probably difficult for the children to spot them before they are disturbed and disappear into the undergrowth. In fine weather you are also likely to see several species of butterfly (19 species found on the site) flitting around the plants searching for food in the form of nectar or a mate.

The bog itself is made up of peat (as described earlier) and remains wet for most of the year. However, during the winter months it is at its wettest, to the extent that walking along the boardwalk can be difficult. These wet conditions mean that a different set of plants grow here. It is difficult not to notice common reed towering above the children, but amongst them bog bean, hemp agrimony and sedges of allsorts grow nearer ground level. A plant called butterwort, recognisable by its lilac coloured flowers and sticky leaves grows on the peaty hummocks. This plant is unusual since it does not derive its nutrition through its roots but instead from the small insects which become stuck to its leaves. 

Dragonflies, which never fly far from water, abound here (12 species) and newts and frogs also live in this wet place. One animal which is very special here is the medicinal leech. It may not look particularly attractive but in years gone by it was used to heal people from a range of illnesses and is still used today during some operations. 

The birds which breed here and fill the air with song in spring, also like wet places. Reed buntings, sedge and grasshopper warblers are difficult to see but are easy to hear, as they hang on the reeds, calling loudly. These birds are master nest builders since they build strong enough platforms on the swaying reeds to keep their eggs and chicks safe. You will usually see snipe, which love marshy ground, as they fly off from near your feet zig-zagging through the air. Curlews feed during the winter on or near the seashore but breed in wet areas such as Cors Goch, in summer. Several species of duck use Llyn Cadarn in winter and great crested grebe and moorhen build their nests on the lake margins. At any time of year you will probably see a heron lurking while waiting for a tasty meal of frog or newt.

Under the surface
The degree of wetness is only part of the reason why different plants grow in different places at Cors Goch. To get the complete story you need to look beneath the surface because the type of rock affects the nature of the soil and the water which feeds the vegetation. 

The high ground near the bench is made up of coarse sandstone. Since the soil which lies on sandstone is acid various heathers particularly enjoy growing here. 

On the other hand, the water which flows into the bog comes from the areas of limestone surrounding the bog. This means that water flowing through the bog is actually alkaline. The combination of peat, from the rotten remains of reeds, sedges and other plants together with alkaline water creates a habitat called a fen. Cors Goch is one of the best examples of this type of fen in Wales.

Looking after Cors Goch
All areas of land change with time, with or without  the interference of people. If left alone Cors Goch would probably eventually change into woodland as the area dried out and more trees grew. If this happened many of the plants which depend on their roots staying damp would no longer thrive. Neither would many of the animals which depend on water, be able to live here. We are trying to keep Cors Goch as it is, a damp place teeming with wildlife.This is mainly done in two ways.

Allowing animals, such as cattle to graze here
Grazing is the best way of keeping Cors Goch as  a damp place. For centuries local people have put cattle and ponies to graze on the bog which resulted in a place full of wildlife. The North Wales Wildlife Trust is continuing this practice since cattle do two things whilst grazing.

1. by eating plants they stop them from dying, rotting and building up more layers of dead material which would eventually dry the bog out further,

2. by stomping the ground they create small pools ideal for dragonflies, freshwater plants and leeches.

Removing bushes and small trees from the wet areas. 


Bushes and trees are thirsty plants and soak up a great deal of water through their roots. If they were allowed to grow along the bog edges they would dry out the peat. As more trees start growing here the whole bog would over approximately 100 years become covered in trees. As a result the Trust removes some bushes and trees which have taken root here and it is volunteers who frequently do this for us. 

People and Cors Goch
Since 1963 Cors Goch has been cared for by the North Wales Wildlife Trust as a nature reserve, although it is only since 1994 it has been a National Nature Reserve. These are areas of the British countryside chosen to protect outstanding examples of habitats in need of protection. Cors Goch was given this legal status as a result of a lot of research which began in the 1950’s when botanists first recorded plants found on the site.

The North Wales Wildlife Trust bought the site to save it from being used as a rubbish tip. One or two holes had been dug and filled with rubbish and there had been several failed attempts to turn the whole bog into a land fill site. Cors Goch is now valued as a place where people can come to see and experience some of Anglesey’s unique wildlife.

Through the ages people have used Cors Goch to help them survive in a variety of ways.

•
During the 19th and 20th  centuries people put cattle and/or ponies to graze on the bog. The low numbers of grazing animals meant that the plantlife was not damaged. 

•
People also cut the reeds on the bog (fen) to create covers for haystacks to keep the rain off and to make thatched roofs, perhaps for some of the now abandoned local farmhouses.

•
Peat itself can be cut, allowed to dry and then burned to produce heat. At one time people dug the surface layer of peat at Cors Goch to use as fuel on their hearths and also perhaps to fire the forges at the nearby millstone quarries at Pant Glas.

•
Further back in the mists of time the Vikings who are known to have had a settlement at Llanbedrgoch may have used Cors Goch to collect wood or food or may have hunted animals here.

Focus on exemplar animals
Common lizard

The lizard is adapted to living in dry places which are likely to catch the sun. Lizards are members of the reptile family and are therefore cold blooded. This means that their bodies have to be warmed in order to gain enough energy to move around and feed. Their scaly skin helps them absorb warmth from the sun’s rays but also means that they lose heat easily once the air temperature cools. This type of skin also helps them keep warm, since it prevents them losing water through sweating.

Lizards spend the winter in hideouts, sleeping for most of the time. When they first emerge in spring they are rather sluggish. Like a car charging up its battery, they ‘sunbathe’ until their bodies warm to about 30ºC, on the surface of a stone or on a bank. They may look as if they are in a coma, since they are so still, but if a shadow passes over them they will suddenly be up and away. On dull and cold days they lie in a favourite hole, under a rock or log, not bothering to stir and feed at all.

They have short, stubby legs to scuttle around on and therefore their bodies are kept close to the ground and can gain heat from rocks and soil.

They give birth to live young  which are able to move around immediately after they are born. Lizards catch spiders and other soft bodied insects, by lunging at them. They are able to shed their tails if caught, which helps them make a quick get away from predators such as adders, stoats and birds.

Areas such as the heath above Cors Goch suit lizards well, since the soil is thin and warms up quickly when the sun is out. There’s plenty of rock for basking and stone for shelter  for ‘off’ days. The heathers and other heath plants create an ideal hunting territory for lizards, since plenty of insects come to feed on these nectar rich plants.

Palmate newt 
Newts may look very much like lizards but they actually belong to the same family as frogs i.e. amphibians. They spend most of their life on land but usually within a short distance of still water since they spend part of their lifecycle in water. 

Adult newts spend the winter months on land in a torpid (semi–asleep) state in a dark, damp crevice. The crevice must be damp so that the newt doesn’t lose moisture and also be well hidden, so that predators such as hedgehogs or snakes do not snap them up. The gradual warming of the weather in spring means that newts start to stir at the beginning of March and  make their way to the nearest pool. They descend en masse at nightime, although they enter the water rather timidly. Once in the water they start filling themselves with insect larvae and small freshwater snails to restore their energy levels. Their streamlined body, broad feet and strong tail help them to adapt to life as strong swimmers.

Breeding is the reason for converging on a pool like this. Male newts develop colourful underbellies to attract the attention of the females and both of them set about a complex sequence of moves as an elaborate courtship ritual before mating. Within a few days of  breeding the female lays eggs covered in a jelly-like material (spawn). Unlike frogs, they wrap individual eggs in underwater leaves so that predators can’t get at them.

Newt tadpoles have gills to enable them to breathe in the water and have no legs when they first emerge from the egg, at the beginning of June. After a few days the tadploes start growing legs and you can see the gills like a ruff around their necks. Their teeth also grow which means they can eat insects. They have a hard life, since they have to survive being eaten by voracious dragonfly nymphs, diving beetle larvae, frogs, toads, certain fish and herons.

The tadpoles tend to be ready to leave the water at the end of July or first week of August. By now their gills will have gone and they will have developed lungs to breathe air on land and a thicker skin to keep in moisture. Once they move on to land there is no turning back. The young newts now live off insects, small snails, slugs and worms until they go into hibernation once again in November.

The bog at Cors Goch is a haven for newts since there is lots of water for them to breed in and to spend the tadpole stage of their life. They can also keep from drying out while on land, and can easily find damp crevices in order to spend the winter.

Dragonflies

There are many types of dragonfly - some large and robust and others small and slender. They are always a delight to watch, since they are master fliers, hovering and darting around as they catch other insects on the wing. They remain near damp places such as Cors Goch since they spend such a large part of their lifecycle in water.

Female and male dragonflies fly together in ‘tandem’ when they mate and then the female lays her eggs in the stems of water plants, just beneath the water surface or on the water’s edge. The larva which emerges from the egg is known as a nymph and it lives in the water hunting small insects, tadpoles and young newts for quite some time (from one to five years). In early summer, when it is ready, it climbs out of the water on a stem. It clings to the stem before splitting its skin and emerging as a winged adult, which is the part of the life cycle with which we are most familiar.

Many types of dragonfly depend on wet places, where the water is still, since this is where their nymphs live. They feed on the plentiful small insects which tend to hang around water and they are also more likely to find a mate near water. Keeping places such as Cors Goch for dragonflies is important since a lot of wetlands have disappeared over the years.

Focus on food chains

Below are some food chains present at Cors Goch. Ultimately they can be put together and built up into a food web. These are representative only and try to emphasise the fact that animals and plants from the aquatic and terrestial worlds depend on each other.

fen plants  ?  cows (blood) ? medicinal leech ?  heron 

dead  reeds ? midges ? sedge warbler ? fox  

heather ? flies ? spider ? lizard ? adder

heather leaves ? caterpiller ? dunnock ? hen harrier

water plants ? tadpoles ? dragonfly nymph ? water shrew ? barn owl 

Planning your trip to Cors Goch

The table below gives a rough idea of what might be seen but a lot depends on the weather and how quiet you are.
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	Wetland birds (sedge warbler & summer visitors)
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	Wetland birds (winter visitors)
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	Mammals
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(
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Things to remember: 

· water levels can be high at most times of the year depending on recent weather conditions - keep to the paths and boardwalk at all times 

· the weather can be unpredictable with little shelter if conditions turn wet or windy

· adders will only attack if disturbed or cornered – give them distance and respect

· grazing animals may be present – they tend not to be aggressive but it’s best to keep away

· keep to the Country Code

· leave Cors Goch as much as it was when you first arrived

· teachers should carry out their own risk assessments

© sian shakespear – May 2003
