10 Years of The Bug Farm

By Dr Sarah Beynon

In June 2026, The Bug Farm will celebrate its tenth birthday and the last decade has been quite the whirlwind! It’s fitting that this
year marks many milestones in our journey from a crazy idea in the middle of the night to a centre for nature recovery that has
welcomed over 120,000 visitors through its doors!

Marsh fritillary butterfly reintroduction

Over twenty years-ago, | volunteered with local ecologist Jon Hudson, carrying out marsh fritillary butterfly surveys on Dowrog
Common and, despite our combined efforts, we never found any butterflies. By 2013, marsh fritillaries were declared extinct on
the peninsula, probably due to habitat loss due to a mixture of overgrazing and undergrazing, with its foodplant, Devil’s-bit
scabious, either being smothered or eaten. | remember saying to Jon: “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could bring the marsh
fritillary back”. Twenty years later, we're doing exactly that!

When we bought Lower Harglodd Farm in 2013, | don’t think | was fully aware of its locational importance: the farm had the
potential to connect two disparate sections of the Northwest Pembrokeshire Commons Special Area of Conservation (SAC). It sits
between Dowrog Common and the St Davids Airfield Heaths. We have spent the last decade or so turning the 100-acre farm,
along with our 60 acres at Penweathers Farm, into a nature reserve. We spent the first few years learning what the land wanted
to do — stopping the regular application of synthetic pesticides, herbicides and fertiliser inputs and grazing it extensively with the
family’s Tyddewi Herd of Welsh Black cattle. We also grazed part of the SAC (Waun Fachelich) and expanded our grazing onto
Waun Fachelich East a couple of years ago.

We have focused on creating habitats of local conservation importance and have targeted our actions at bringing back species of
local conservation concern. As such, we have created and improved 50 acres of wildflower hay meadows over the years, with the
meadows now in various stages of reversion - some are awash with wildflowers in the summer, while some are still in their
infancy. Seeing and hearing the lyrical song of the skylarks as they now rise from the fields in their droves is simply magical.

We’ve dug around 20 succeeded scrapes across the farms over the years, and Lower Harglodd is now home to rare small red
damselflies, large populations of common frogs, toads and palmate newts. Otters regularly visit the stream and three-lobed
water crowfoot grows in the wet seeps. We appear to have increased toad numbers crossing the main road at the end of our
lane, so have established a toad patrol to help amphibians across the road to their breeding ponds — we’ve rescued over a
thousand amphibians over the past three years and there are plans afoot to make this stretch of road even safer for them.

Our marshy grassland areas were nutrient-rich and species-poor when we arrived here, so fencing, grazing and cutting has been
an annual activity, made easier with the purchase of a flail collector and virtual fence cattle collars (NoFence and Monil). The
collars, provided for us to trial by NRW, enable us to target grazing where needed and keep our cows out of the bogs!

By 2020, the land had recovered sufficiently for the next stage and we embarked on an intensive programme of baseline
ecological and eDNA surveys, research and nature recovery, working with the National Lottery Heritage Fund’s Local Places for
Nature and Nature Networks Fund, along with project partners, including the Pembrokeshire Nature Partnership, PCNPA, the
National Trust, WTSWW and Dr Rob Davies. With our focal species being the long-lost marsh fritillary, we needed to repopulate
the habitat with its foodplant, as our surveys showed that there was no longer sufficient habitat on the peninsula to support a
metapopulation of this charismatic little butterfly. We collected seed, which was grown into plug plants by Lindsey at The
Wildflower Nursery and have now planted about 26,000 scabious plug plants and scattered hundreds of thousands of seeds back
into the habitat. We have achieved the greatest success on a heath creation project, run with ecologist Matt Sutton — where we
scraped topsoil off a species-poor, sheep-grazed pasture and, under licence, added heath brash from the SAC. As a result of this
work, alongside LIFEQuake and other project works across the SAC, our students and staff re-surveyed the peninsula and, last
year confirmed that there is sufficient habitat to once again sustain a marsh fritillary population in the long term.

In early March, we collected eighty marsh fritillary caterpillars from other sites across Pembrokeshire and Carmarthenshire. They
are currently residing with our collaborators at Wild Cymru (previously INCC) before half of the caterpillars come here to live in
rearing pens on our Farm Trail, where visitors can see them and learn about the project. We will hopefully release the next
generation of caterpillars across the peninsula later in the summer. We're hosting an Oxford University masters project on the
topic and developing a PhD project that follows on from the masters research.

Woodland

From 2021-2023, we planted roughly 10% of both farms with native, broadleaf woodland to act as shelter belts, new hedgerows,
green lanes and new blocks of woodland. Our woodland acts as a habitat corridor and biosecurity barrier around the edge of the
farms. The woodlands, planted in memory of my late Mum and Dad, have also been a research experiment looking at herbicide-



free and plastic-free woodland creation, with data showing that some non-plastic guards and going glyphosate-free do not
impact tree survival. We hope that the trees also act as buffers for mopping-up pesticides and nutrients from adjacent farmland.
Grasshopper warblers now nest in the willow scrub, while harvest mice nest in the tree shelters and grass tussocks, hiding from
swooping hen harriers, marsh harriers, kestrels, merlins and peregrine falcons. We were excited to record willow blister fungus
across the farm, a species that was named as one of the world’s 100 rarest species.

Arable

We’ve always been keen to ensure we grow food for humans at the same time as growing food and habitats for wildlife and, this
year, successfully trialed milling our spring wheat into nature-friendly flour that we are using in Grub Kitchen and selling in our
gift shop. It was pretty special milling the grain at Y Felin water mill using the same water wheel that was used to mill my
grandfather’s wheat into flour, as the wheel used to be housed at Lower Mill, St Davids. We always leave large areas of the fields
unharvested and are thrilled that our arable fields provide feed for flocks of winter birds and are now classed as nationally
important for rare arable plants: As such, our farm has been named as one of Wales’s top ten farms for rare arable plants. We're
hoping that the yellowhammers will find us before too long!

Synanthropic species

Over the years, we've been concerned about the impact of farm diversification and building works on synanthropic wildlife that
rely on human dwellings and so, in 2025, we trialed the potential for temporary horse shelters to mitigate some of the habitat
loss and were rewarded with nesting barn owls for the first time. We wrote a report for the public, builders, architects and
planners, synthesising how we can all create habitat for wildlife during building works and in new builds — this report is available
on our website. We’re now eagerly awaiting the return of the swallows that nest in our barns, and welcomed our first nesting
house martins in 2024 after providing artificial nest cups and playing calls. After a pair of swifts spent last year investigating the
boxes and call system on the farmhouse, we are hopeful that they may choose to nest with us for the first time in 2026.

Protecting land for nature, forever

As the land here has become home to more and more species, we have been increasingly determined to ensure that it is looked
after for nature forever. After finding out that there is a loophole in Welsh law where you cannot place a conservation covenant
on land, we submitted this as a concern to the Interim Environmental Protection Assessor for Wales, with the hope that this
loophole will be closed. In the meantime, we have set up a trust —the Nature Recovery Trust, due to launch officially soon. Our
land will pass into the trust after our days and we’ve also bought 20 acres of land into the trust to create a new nature reserve
that joins up the Northwest Pembrokeshire Commons SAC at its northern end. For those who want to do something similar, from
protecting anything from a garden to an estate for nature, the guideline documents that explain how to protect land for nature
are all available to download from our website.

What’s Next?

This year is an exciting one as, in 2025, we built phase one of a new Nature Recovery Centre — a new, large exhibition space
about our relationship with farming, food and nature in the past, present and future — basically my brain dump! The centre
includes a Pembrokeshire Farming History Exhibition, which features the Beynon family’s museum collection alongside the
Derwen Farm History Museum. Phase two of the centre will be developed over the winter, as we turn this area into a year-round
exhibition space and lecture theatre/teaching space. Before then, we are replacing our indoor play barn and publishing my late
father’s farming and countryside memaoirs, called ‘Hay Days’ in June, which can be pre-ordered on our website shop.

Our current Nature Networks Fund builds on my old PhD research and this project will map the contamination of water bodies
across the St Davids peninsula with dog and livestock parasiticides, such as flea and worm treatments, and develop UK-wide
mitigation strategies to reduce contamination in the future. We developed and are supporting a PhD project with Swansea
University and CEH on the topic, while welcoming three ‘Year in Research’ students to spend the year working with us in 2026.
We hope to develop a citizen science element of this project, working with local vets, so keep an eye on our newsletter if you are
a farmer or have a dog and are interested in reducing the reliance on often unnecessary prophylactic treatments.

It’s also all-change in Grub Kitchen: this year, Andy has developed a new ‘nature-friendly’ menu with a focus on organic
vegetables, grains and pulses. Of course, there are still insect dishes on the menu as part of the offering! Indeed, we’re moving
the focus of the whole venture from invertebrates to nature more widely, with a range of new exhibitions, guided tours and
workshops. Alongside our regular opening and established school, university and adult group visits, we’ll be running bespoke,
half-day guided nature recovery walks for adults around the usually inaccessible parts of the farm, combined with a nature-
friendly lunch in Grub Kitchen. Andy will be putting on exclusive ‘Food of the Future’ tutored taster sessions and we’ll be brining
in collaborators from across the nature sector to deliver a range of funded workshops and events aimed at adult audiences as
well as families during the school holiday periods.



We'd be thrilled to welcome FPCNP members to visit us and are offering discounted entrance to members until July using the
booking code FPCNP25 when booking online. Do also e-mail us to ask to be added to our newsletter list if you want to know
about what we're up to.

For more information on our research and nature recovery, please visit: https://www.thebugfarm.co.uk/research-
farm/conservation/

Contact: info@thebugfarm.co.uk / 07966 956357 / @thebugfarm
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