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News
The Irish Plant 
Monitoring Scheme
An Irish Plant Monitoring Scheme – focussed on semi-natural 
grasslands – was piloted by the National Biodiversity Data 
Centre in 2016. Volunteers were asked to visit a grassland site 
and mark out two 2x2m plots and record all the plant species 
found within each of these plots.  The rationale in developing a 
scheme like this is that it provides the highest quality data for 
the lowest amount of recorder effort. The key is that volunteers 
all use a standardised method of recording so the data is 
comparable and repeatable, and can be used to detect trends 
in species and habitat quality over time. Importantly, because it 
focuses on one habitat at a time, it provides a structure within 
which the National Biodiversity Data Centre can better support 
volunteers in gradually improving their plant identifi cation 
skills. 

The pilot set a target to monitor 50 grassland sites using 
citizen science volunteers. Despite a low level of promotion, 
it proved popular and 71 sites were monitored in 2016. 

The scheme was managed entirely online through the new 
National Sampling Framework data management system 
developed by the Data Centre in 2016. Different resources 
were developed to support the scheme, including a website 
and a series of identifi cation sheets.

Given the importance of critical assessment in a pilot scheme, 
volunteers were given the opportunity to provide feedback. 
Very constructive comments were provided, which could then 
be used to improve the scheme in the future. One very positive 
outcome was that all volunteers indicated they were willing 
to participate again in the future, and all volunteers felt that 
a plant monitoring scheme would help them to improve their 
plant identifi cation skills.  

The pilot project collected high quality data on plants, 
and demonstrated that there is a recorder base to support a 
plant monitoring scheme in Ireland. Establishing this as a 
national scheme offers an exceptionally cost-effective way 
to monitor Ireland’s plants and habitats, and helps to build 
taxonomic capacity nationally. However, such a scheme would 
require a dedicated project offi cer working with existing staff 
at the National Biodiversity Data Centre. The National 
Biodiversity Data Centre is exploring how funding for 
such a post might be secured. 

Director’s CommentDirector’s Comment
Observing and documenting 
wildlife gives me great pleasure. 
It brings an added interest to any 
walk. I never tire of recording, 
for example, the fl ock of skylarks 
I see regularly when walking the 
dog, noting how the numbers build 
up over the winter months.  Or 
recording yet another hedgehog 

killed on the road on my way to work. I submit these 
records to the Data Centre because I feel it is important to 
document even mundane observations. I never know how 
the information can be used, but at least it is available for use.
This issue of Biodiversity Ireland provides many examples 
of how records like mine are used to produce very valuable 
insights into Ireland’s biodiversity. The publication of the 
Atlas of Mammals in Ireland 2010-2015 serves as a major 
benchmark on mammal distribution in Ireland and its 
marine waters. It showcases advances in survey techniques 
and technological developments that allow us to collate 
information on rare whales in the deep Atlantic and track 
bat populations that fl y under the cover of darkness. Yet 
despite these advances, we still have relatively incomplete 
distribution maps for some widespread species, such as house 
mouse, brown rat, hedgehog and Irish stoat. It is satisfying to 
know that at least for these species, my sightings have made 
a real contribution to establishing this baseline.

The Shark Red List highlights another use of biodiversity 
sightings. The Red List assessment is based on data from 
a large number of partners, using records often collected 
for other purposes, but all contributing to identifying the 

most threatened species in Irish waters. And Ireland is of 
inordinate importance for sharks, as it provides one of the last 
refuges for eight of Europe’s Critically Endangered species. 
The Red List provides the channel to ensure that data feeds 
directly to policy development and delivers conservation 
action needed to conserve these species.   

The signing into law of the EU Invasive Species Regulation 
is another direct policy intervention to safeguard Ireland’s 
biodiversity. Its successful implementation is predicated 
on knowing where invasive species occur in Ireland, and 
tracking changes to these distributions where management 
interventions have been made to eliminate them.  All reported 
sightings of invasive species increase the likelihood that 
actions will be taken to mitigate their impact, so there is a 
special incentive to record. 

This issue provides a glimpse of the range of recording 
activity currently underway in Ireland. The majority of 
recording is done by people working in a voluntary capacity, 
sometimes referred to as ‘citizen scientists’, who record 
wildlife in the expectation that it will lead to improved 
conservation of biodiversity in Ireland. Underpinning this 
recording effort is an extensive programme of training and 
mentoring activities, provided by many individuals and 
organisations to encourage greater data collection. Each year 
the National Biodiversity Data Centre recognises this special 
contribution through its Distinguished Recorder Award, and 
the 2016 award recipient is Zoë Devlin for her remarkable 
contribution to promoting plant recording in Ireland. Thank 
you Zoë for all of the work you have done to encourage more 
people to record plants, and for the support you have given 
the National Biodiversity Data Centre. 
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News

The National Biodiversity Data
Centre Annual Review 2015
The Annual Review 2015 has been published, providing 
an overview of the work of the Data Centre during 
2015, and highlighting some of its achievements. These 
include:

• Delivering a comprehensive bioinformatics 
infrastructure for Ireland to support the
collection, management and presentation 
of data on Ireland’s biodiversity;

• Implementing a data licensing policy to meet the 
needs for publishing both restricted and open data. 
This ensures compatibility with the 
Irish Government’s Open Data policy 
(https://data.gov.ie/data), and publishing of data 
through the Global Biodiversity Information 
Facility’s data portal (http://www.gbif.org/);

• Growing the National Biodiversity Database, 
in excess of 3.7 million records of more 
than 15,300 species mapped  
(http://maps.biodiversityireland.ie);

• Reporting on the continued use of the mapping 
system ‘Biodiversity Maps’ to show how it is being 
used to support implementation of conservation 
policy and management;

• Reporting on the large citizen science butterfl y, 
marsh fritillary, and bumblebee monitoring 
schemes;

• Tracking implementation of the All-Ireland 
Pollinator Plan;

• Supporting the implementation of the Invasive 
Species Regulation in Ireland, and establishing a 
system to feed data and information to EASIN, the 
European Commission’s information portal for 
Invasive Species. 

The full report can be downloaded 
from the Data Centre website at 
http://www.biodiversityireland.ie/latest-news/

Tidy Towns Pollinator Award
The results of the new ‘Let’s Get Buzzing – Tidy Towns 
Local Authority Pollinator Award’ were announced at 
the National Tidy Towns Awards in Dublin on September 
26th 2016. The winners were:

National Winner Large Town or Urban Centre:  
Monaghan, Co. Monaghan.
National Winner Village/Small Town:  
Birr, Co. Offaly. 

Regional winners in the Village or Small Town category 
were Birr Tidy Towns (Offaly); Kildorrery Tidy Towns 
(Cork); Cloughjordan Tidy Towns (Tipperary); and 
Ballintubber Tidy Towns (Roscommon). Regional 
winners in the Large Town or Urban Centre category 
were Maynooth Tidy Towns (Kildare); Killarney Tidy 
Towns (Kerry); Clonmel Tidy Towns (Tipperary); and 
Monaghan Tidy Towns (Monaghan).

There was huge interest in this new Pollinator Award 
from Tidy Towns groups, with an unprecedented 57 
entries, covering a wide variety of pollinator-friendly 
projects in towns and villages the length and breadth 
of the country. With bees in decline, the award aims 
to reverse this trend by working with Tidy Towns 
groups across Ireland to take simple pollinator-friendly 
measures in their local area. The Local Authority 
Pollinator Award supports the All Ireland Pollinator 
Plan 2015-2020 and is sponsored by the Heritage Offi ces 
and Biodiversity Offi ces of Local Authorities across 
Ireland, in partnership with the National Biodiversity 
Data Centre, with a prize fund of ¤10,000. The impact 
of the pollinator award has already been huge, showing 
how local communities can lead the way in addressing 
national issues within a structure such as Tidy Towns. 

A pollinator-friendly fl owerbed planted by the Tidy Towns 
group in Birr, Co. Offaly.
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Cork Birdathon and Intervarsity 
BioBlitz  – helping to put 
biodiversity on the map

In early November, the Data Centre was delighted 
to be one of the partners involved in running a novel 
Birdathon event in Cork, to coincide with the launch 
of the South and East Cork Bird Trail. The trail is a 
wonderful 100km route that links some of the best 
birdwatching sites in Cork Harbour and surrounding 
areas. The Birdathon invited teams of two to five 
birdwatchers to explore the trail and record all the birds 
they encountered. Eighteen teams participated in the 
event, and all of the bird records were captured using 
the Data Centre’s Biodiversity Data Capture app. The 
Data Centre developed a bespoke web application to feed 
the sightings dynamically to the special Cork Birdathon 
web application, showing real-time progress with the 
recording activity. The event was organised by the South 
and East Cork Area Development partnership (SECAD), 
in conjunction with BirdWatch Ireland, and proved to 
be a great success. Details of the event can be found at 
http://corkbirdathon.ie/trail/ 

Similar support for real-time recording was provided 
by the Data Centre for Intervarsity BioBlitz 2016, which 
was held over a 24-hour period on September 29-30th. 
The Intervarsity BioBlitz pitted three of Ireland’s third 
level campuses against each other, to see which campus 
could record the most species. The three participating 
campuses were University College Dublin, NUI 
Maynooth and University College 
Cork, where 523, 385 and 233 species 
respectively were recorded over the 
24-hour period. The event was run 
in collaboration with An Tasice to 
address the biodiversity component 
of the Green Campus Initiative, and 
the event collected extremely valuable data that is now 
available to inform management of each campus to 
benefi t biodiversity. The results of Intervarsity BioBlitz 
2016 can be found at http://www.biodiversityireland.ie/
record-biodiversity/intervarsity-bioblitz-2016/ 

The National Biodiversity Data Centre can now 
provide dynamic data management services for events 
that promote biological recording. If you plan to hold 
an event in 2017 and would like support from the Data 
Centre, please get in contact. 
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Guides to help you help pollinators
To support the All-Ireland Pollinator Plan 2015-2020, the National 
Biodiversity Data Centre has published two accompanying series of 
documents: Guidelines for different sectors and How-to-Guides for 
key pollinator friendly actions

The Sectoral Guidelines cover Actions for Gardens; Schools; and 
Local Communities. For example, the Local Communities document 
describes 24 practical, low/no cost actions that local community 
groups can take to make their communities more pollinator friendly. It 
was developed for organisations such as Tidy Towns, Keep Northern 
Ireland Beautiful, green communities, local wildlife groups, or even 
college campuses.

The How-to-Guides explain how to create pollinator nesting 
habitat; how to collect wildfl ower seed; and managing hedgerows 
for pollinators.

Creating wild pollinator nesting 
habitat
In addition to food, our bees need safe places 
to live. Natural habitats suitable for wild bee 
nesting are not as common in the landscape 
as they once were, but fortunately all of us can 
help. This How-To-Guide tells you everything 
you need to know to create nesting habitats 
for wild bees.

Collecting and using pollinator 
friendly wildfl ower seed
This guide shows you how to collect seed from 
native plants and save them successfully for 
sowing yourself. It is aimed at anyone who 
wants to provide more native Irish wildfl owers 
for bees in their garden, school, farm or local 
area. 

Hedgerows for Pollinators
The importance of well-managed hedgerows for pollinators cannot 
be overstated. Flowering hedgerows provide food, nest sites, 
overwintering habitats and corridors for our pollinators. But some 

hedgerows are better for pollinators than 
others. This How-to-Guide provides all the 
information you need to best manage your 
hedgerows for pollinators.

All of these guidelines and extra resources, 
such as presentations and posters, are 
all available to download at http://www.
biodiversit y ireland.ie/projects/irish-
pollinator-initiative/all-ireland-pollinator-
plan/resources/

Resources
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The Atlas of Mammals in Ireland 2010-2015 is a landmark 
publication on the distribution of mammals in Ireland 
and its marine waters. For the fi rst time ever in Ireland, 
empirical data from 57 different datasets has been 
brought together to establish a baseline of mammal 
distribution. Almost a quarter of a million records are 
used to map the distribution of 68 mammal species. 

The 68 species that breed or are vagrants to Ireland 
represent nine different mammal groups

Rodents  –  9 species
Lagomorphs – 3 species
Insectivores – 3 species 
Bats  – 11 species
Carnivores –  8 species
Ungulates – 6 species
Seals  –  4 species
Marsupials  – 1 species
Cetaceans – 25 species

Distribution maps for four additional species, Roe 
deer, Coypu, Siberian chipmunk and Raccoon, are 
also included. These species have either escaped from 
captivity or were released deliberately into the wild, but 
there is no evidence of them breeding. 

The species accounts
Accompanying the distribution maps are specially 
written accounts covering identifi cation, distribution, 
ecology, habitat and population. Forty one authors were 
invited to write the species accounts, each a recognised 
expert on their particular species. 

For each of the main species, two distribution 
maps are presented, showing the number of sightings 
prior to 2010 and from 2010 to 2015. The sightings 
are collated at the 10km resolution for the terrestrial 
species and at 50km for the seals and cetaceans. For 
the terrestrial species, the density of 1km squares 
within each 10km square, for which there are records, 
are shown, whereas for the marine species, the total 
number of sightings within each 50km square is shown.

Other information for each species includes the total 
number of records, the number of 10km or 50km squares 
from which it has been recorded, and a phenology graph 
showing the frequency of sightings by month. For some 
of the rarer cetacean species, a separate map showing 
stranding is included. 

Other content
In addition to the species profi les, the Mammal Atlas 
includes chapters on the ‘Origins of mammals in Ireland’ 
by Ian Montgomery, ‘Mammal Research in Ireland’ by 
Colin Lawton, ‘Legislation and wild mammals in Ireland’ 
by Ferdia Marnell,  ‘Advances in mammal studies using 
genetic analysis’ by Denise O’Meara and Catherine 
O’Reilly and ‘Future outlook for mammals in Ireland 
by Ferdia Marnell and Liam Lysaght. 

Geographic extent
The geographic extent of the atlas covers the island 
of Ireland and a vast expanse of ocean extending 
1,000km to the west. The mapped area is the island of 
Ireland and the Irish marine area of interest beyond the 
continental shelf; it extends beyond the Rockall Bank to 
the northwest, almost to the Bay of Biscay in the south, 
and follows the mid-point between Ireland and Britain 
along the Celtic and Irish Seas and the North Channel. 

The database
The Atlas of Mammals in Ireland database is a huge 
collection of 237,463 mammal sightings. This consists 
of 56 different datasets made available to the project by 
partner organisations, researchers and national experts. 
This also includes more than 14,000 sightings submitted 
to the project through the Atlas of Mammals in Ireland 
online record submission system by more than 2,000 
individual recorders, or citizen scientists. 

Editors Liam Lysaght, National 
Biodiversity Data Centre, and Ferdia 
Marnell, National Parks and Wildlife 
Service, introduce the Mammal Atlas
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“The geographic extent of the atlas covers 
the island of Ireland and a vast expanse of 

ocean extending 1,000km to the west.”
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Terrestrial species
The distribution of 45 different terrestrial species are 
mapped for the island of Ireland and its offshore islands. 
There are some signs of regional variation in terms of the 
number of species recorded within each 10km square, 
but is it unclear to what extent this discernible pattern 
is due to real variation or just observer effort. 

Fewer species were recorded along the entire west 
coast from Kerry north to Donegal, parts of the mid-
west around Limerick and Clare, and for a swathe of 
the midlands, extending westwards from Mullingar. 
The 10km square with most terrestrial species recorded 
is T19, around Laragh in County Wicklow. Here, 29 
different species were recorded. 

Online records
In addition to collating existing datasets, recorders were 
invited to submit sightings of mammals made between 
2010 and 2015 to the Data Centre. Over the duration 
of the initiative, just over 2,200 recorders submitted 
14,836 records to the Atlas. Red fox, rabbit, Irish hare, 
red squirrel and hedgehog were the most commonly 
recorded species, and for each, more than 1,000 sightings 
were received. In excess of 100 records for 21 species 
were submitted to the Mammal Atlas in this way. 

Species  No. of sightings
Red fox Vulpes vulpes 1958
Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus 1778
Irish hare Lepus timidus subsp. hibernicus 1407
Red squirrel Sciurus vulgaris 1247
Hedgehog Erinaceus europaeus 1207

Some highlights

Grey wolf – now extinct in Ireland
Details of wolf distribution in Ireland from the 12th 
to 18th Century are provided, based on research 
undertaken by Kieran Hickey for his book Wolves in 
Ireland. Historic reference to the wolf from documents 
and reports are mapped, from the earliest record of a 
reference to the hunting of wolves at ‘various lands near 
Waterford’ c.1185, up to 1786 when the last wolf was 
reportedly shot on Mount Leinster in Co. Carlow. In all, 
31 specifi c site references, eight regional references and 
a further 15 county references are mapped. 

Otter – the most widely distributed species
Ireland has one of the healthiest populations of otter of 
any European country. The species has been extensively 
surveyed over several decades. It occurs throughout 
the country and is the most widely distributed of 
all terrestrial species, having been recorded in 943
10km squares. 

The dataset contains records from 5,884 
different 10km squares across the mapped area. 
The map of these squares shows that for the land 
area of Ireland and the immediate offshore marine 
areas to the west and south west, data are available 
for both the pre-2010 and 2010 to 2015 time periods. 
There is an extensive area of northwestern offshore 
waters that does not appear to have been surveyed since 
2010, whereas increased surveying has happened west of 
Galway out to the continental shelf and along the south and 
east coast since 2010. As can be seen from the map, there 
are vast areas of the ocean, particularly beyond the continental 
shelf, where there are no mammal sightings. 

Pre 2010 (Count = 1654)

Legend

2010 - 2015 (Count = 826)

Both (Count = 3404)

The otter is the most widely distributed 
species  (Photo: Noel Marry)
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Squirrel/pine marten interaction?
The Atlas is timely as it shows the return of the red 
squirrel back to parts of the midlands from where it 
had become absent, and a contraction in range of the 
grey squirrel. The dramatic expansion in range of 
the pine marten, which may be a contributory factor 
in the changing population dynamics of the 
squirrels, is also mapped.  

Widespread species
Badger, red fox and Irish hare are 
extremely widespread species in Ireland, 
and were recorded throughout the country. 
Soprano and common pipistrelle and 
Leisler’s bat are the most widespread bat 
species, whereas common dolphin and grey 
seal are, by far, the most widely recorded 
marine mammals. 

Hedgehog
Thanks to a huge effort from recorders, we are 
now able to confi rm that hedgehog is widely 
distributed in urban and rural parts of Ireland. 
It is found on lowlands throughout the country, 
but seems to avoid the wet ground of blanket bog, 
and is local or absent from other areas, such as the 
drumlin belt of counties Monaghan and Cavan. 

Vagrants
Ireland’s very rare vagrant species are also mapped. 
Included are just single sightings of both the greater 
horseshoe and Brandt’s bat, and unusual sightings of 
marine mammals, most notably for bearded seal and 
walrus.  Of the cetaceans, there is a single stranding 
of Gervais’s Beaked Whale, and a few sightings of 
beluga and false killer whale. 

New arrivals
The Atlas maps the distribution of some of Ireland’s 
newest arrivals. The maps show the continued range 
expansion of the bank vole, which is now widespread 
in the south western half of the country. The greater 
white-toothed shrew range now extends from Cork 
city north to Birr, Co. Offaly, with a new population 
established around Mullingar in Co. Westmeath. The 
Atlas reports that the greater white-toothed shrew has 
now crossed the River Shannon in Co. Clare, while the 
restricted distribution of the dormouse is also mapped

The	Atlas	of	Mammals	in	Ireland	2010-2015 is on sale 
for €25 (plus postage) and can be ordered online from 
the Data Centre at	http://www.biodiversityireland.
ie/product/atlas-of-mammals-in-ireland-2010-2015/.	
There will be an offi cal launch of the publication in 
the Heritage Council offi ces, Kilkenny, on January 
18th, 2016.

1 - 7

8 - 12

13 - 16

17 - 20

21 - 29

Legend

Species per 10km2

(terrestrial only)
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Sharks and their relatives are collectively 
termed chondrichthyan, or cartilaginous, 
fishes and represent one of the oldest 
and most ecologically diverse vertebrate 
lineages. They’re divided into two groups: 

Elasmobranchii (sharks, rays and skates) and Holocephali 
(chimaeras, sometimes called ghost sharks). With about 
1,115 described species worldwide, the group arose at 

least 420 million years ago 
and rapidly diversifi ed to 
occupy the upper tiers of 
aquatic food webs. 

Despite being one of the 
most species-rich groups 
of predators on earth, the 
cartilaginous fi sh include 
some of the latest maturing 
and slowest reproducing of 
all vertebrates, resulting in 
very low population growth 

rates, with little capacity to recover from overfi shing and 
other threats, such as pollution or habitat destruction. 
For example, the Spurdog (Squalus acanthias), a 
previously Common but now Endangered species in 
Irish waters, has an average length of 69-100cm and 
lives for 35-50 years in the northern Atlantic, but only 
produces one litter of one to 21 pups every 25 years.

Over-exploitation
Irish waters contain 72 cartilaginous fi sh species, 

55% of the European list and 6% of the worldwide 
total. Our waters have a diversity of sharks, skates, 
rays, and rabbitfi sh, occurring in every marine habitat 
from coastal waters to deep sea, and support both 
‘resident’ populations and highly migratory species. Irish 
waters are of key importance to many of these species, 

hosting critical spawning and nursery aggregations. 
However, these waters are also the focus of some of the 
most intense fi shing effort in Europe and given their 
low reproductive output and late sexual maturation, 
cartilaginous fi sh are vulnerable to over-exploitation by 
commercial fi sheries. Internationally, the large Basking 
Shark (Cetorhinus maximus) was targeted for centuries 
for the oil obtained from its liver, but each fi shery rarely 
lasted more than 20 years (taking an average of 200 fi sh 
per year) before populations collapsed and subsequently 
took up to 100 years to recover. In 1947, a seasonal fi shery 
was established at Achill Island, but landings rapidly 
declined by over 90% in 20-25 years and it fi nally closed 
in 1975. At present, in the same fi shery, less than 10 fi sh 
are now sighted annually.   

Bycatch
Aside from targeted fi shing, many other species, such 

as the Shagreen Skate (Leucoraja fullonica), are impacted 
as unintended bycatch in fi sheries for other species. 
Being widespread across the continental shelf waters 
in Europe, its populations overlap with commercial 
fi sheries for mackerel, herring and tuna in open water, 
or deeper fi sheries for plaice, hake and monkfi sh, and 
consequently is commonly caught as bycatch through 
much of its range. 

Recreational angling is also a potential threat to 
cartilaginous fi sh. However, angling for these species in 
Ireland is almost exclusively on a catch-and-release basis 
and, over the past decade, initiatives such as the long-
running Inland Fisheries Ireland tagging programme 
have made great progress in informing anglers regarding 
good handling and conservation requirements of species.

An Irish Chondrichthyan Red List 
The International Union for the Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN) Red List is an internationally 
standardised, objective and comprehensive approach 
for evaluating the conservation status of animals 
and plants. In 2006, a Regional Chondrichthyan Red 
List for the North East Atlantic was completed prior 
to the compilation of the Global Red List for sharks, 
skates and rays in 2007.  Both Red Lists highlighted 
that, of the species known to occur in Irish waters, 
23 are Threatened and of global importance, with a 
further 11 considered Near Threatened worldwide.  

When hunters 
become the hunted

of the 11 species 
identifi ed as either 
critically endangered or 
endangered, Irish waters 
contain one of the few last 
known refuges for eight of 
these species in Europe.

BIODIVERSITY RESEARCH

Following the completion of the 
Irish Red List for sharks, skates 
and rays, Dr Tomás Murray, 
Ecologist with the National 
Biodiversity Data Centre, 
explores the conservation 
status of sharks in Irish waters.
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However, ma ny of t hese 
threatened species were lacking detailed 

information on their status in European 
waters, highlighting an immediate need for an Irish 
Chondrichthyan Red List.  

In collaboration with the National Parks and Wildlife 
Service, the Marine Institute, Inland Fisheries Ireland, 
the Irish Elasmobranch Group and the Marine Division 
of the Department of Environment Northern Ireland, the 
National Biodiversity Data Centre managed the collation 
of Irish cartilaginous fi sh records in support of a Red 
List and the prioritisation of species for conservation 
in Irish waters. Initiated in 2014, the Red List is now 
complete and is supported by a database representing 
over 520,000 fi sh across 72 species, recorded from both 
Irish and international surveys within Ireland’s 200-
mile Exclusive Economic Zone since 1800. In addition, 
two species previously unknown in Irish waters have 
been discovered as part of the Red List process: the 
Black Roughscale Catshark (Apristurus melanoasper), 
a small shark commonly found below 1,000m, and the 
Opal Chimaera (Chimaera opalescens), an iridescent 
ratfi sh found on the slopes of the continental shelf 
between 900-1400m.

Of the 72 species found in Irish waters, 13 were 
Not Assessed as they are rare vagrant species whose 
populations are largely found outside of Irish waters. 
However, of the 59 species that were evaluated, 29% 
were considered Threatened and another 32% of 
Near Threatened status; in combination, the highest 
proportion of a group on an Irish Red List thus far. 

In particular, out of the 11 species identifi ed as either 
Critically Endangered or Endangered, Irish waters 
contain one of the few last known refuges for eight of 
these species in Europe.  Such is the case for the White 
Skate (Rostroraja alba), a large bodied species (up to 2m 
in length) that can live over 30 years, now exclusively 
found in Tralee Bay and Galway Bay. Similarly, the Angel 
Shark (Squatina squatina), a large (up to 2.5m in length) 
dark skate-like shark, has declined by over 90% in the 
last 30 years and is now found only in Tralee Bay, and 
to a lesser extent in Galway  Bay and Clew Bay.

What future for our 
sharks, skates and rays?
Despite the dire outlook for cartilaginous fish in 
Irish waters, their plight has been acknowledged at 
governmental levels and fishing is prohibited for 
many of the Threatened species under EU fi sheries 
management legislation, with broader measures 
potentially being put in place under the EU Marine 
Strategy Directive. However, the rates of bycatch and 
discard in international fi sheries continue to be largely 
unmonitored, making it diffi cult to conserve species that 
are widely distributed beyond Irish or European waters. 
Now that the Red List has been completed, it can aid the 
prioritisation of species for protection and identifi cation 
of marine protected areas where fi shing could be strictly 
controlled, and supported by specifi c conservation 
research and monitoring programmes. In parallel, the 
expansion of citizen science projects, such as Purse 
Search Ireland, in combination with educational 
programmes for the recreational angling sector, would 
raise the profi le of our beleaguered sharks, skates and 
rays, and create a much broader community of people 
wishing to conserve and restore these top predators in 
Irish waters.

BIODIVERSITY RESEARCH

Opal Chimaera, Chimaera opalescens, 
is found on the slopes of the 

continental shelf between 900-
1400m. © Samuel Inglesia.

Spurdog, Squalus acanthias, produces one litter of 1 to 21 
pups every 25 years. ©Doug Costa.

The Angel Shark, Squatina squatina, has declined by over 
90% in the last 30 years. © Philippe Guillaume.

The Basking Shark, Cetorhinus maximus, once hunted for its 
oil-fi lled liver. © Greg Skomal.
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I was born in Dublin in the middle of the last 
century and was lucky enough to live in the 
sleepy little village of Dundrum, where I knew 
meadows of buttercups and daisies where the 
Town Centre now stands. I loved the little 

‘weeds’ that grew between the rows of peas and spinach 
in our vegetable garden, even though they were not 
welcomed by anyone else. I had begun my lifelong love 
affair with wildflowers. 

To help foster my interest, I was given two books for 
my eighth and ninth birthdays – I still have them. They 
were The Observer’s Book of Wild Flowers and Birds, Trees 
and Flowers. They served me well and created a base on 
which I have been building ever since. Our family had 
relatives living in Co. Wicklow and they provided me 
not only with information but great encouragement. 
Dr Kathleen Lynn was the person who showed me my 
first orchid through her large magnifying glass in what 
could be described as a ‘defining moment’, spurring me 
on in my desire to know as much as I could about the 
natural world. 

In the late 1950s, 
when I f inished 
secondary education 
(third level not being 
an option), I trained 
in secretarial work 
and it was in this 

area that I spent most of my working life. But my interest 
in nature continued to grow into a very worthwhile 
pastime and was joined by another – photography. 

Marriage and children came in the 1960s and from 
the time we got our first car, my husband Pete and I 
would set out on excursions to wild places, introducing 
our son and daughter to the wealth of nature on offer.  

I attended extra-mural courses on botany at UCD, and 
lectures and workshops at the National Botanic Gardens, 
relishing every minute. I began to photograph each new 
species I found and soon built up records from around 
the country. It wasn’t until the early years of the 21st 
century, when I heard of the proposed establishment 
of the National Biodiversity Data Centre, that I came 
to realise how useful records could be.  

When I retired, my daughter suggested I set up a 
website to share my wildflowers with others and, in 
2009, www.wildflowersofireland.net went live. This 
was to be the start of a two-way dialogue with so many 
interested people, in Ireland and abroad. 

My first book, Wildflowers of Ireland – A Personal 
Record, was published in 2011 and it was during its 
preparation that I received great help from Dr Úna 
Fitzpatrick, from the National Biodiversity Data Centre, 
with the distribution maps. This began a relationship 
with the Centre I value immensely. My second book, 
The Wildflowers of Ireland – A Field Guide, followed in 
2014. My aim was to produce a book that would help 
nature-lovers to identify wildflowers growing on the 
island of Ireland. I realised there was a growing number 
of people who wanted to identify flowers but couldn’t 
manage a more advanced flora. I could easily relate to 
them, so I took a chance and categorised the 530+ species 
by colour groups rather than by families. The feedback 
has told me it was worth the risk and the book has been 
reprinted three times already. Through Facebook, I am 
in touch with many like-minded individuals and am able 
to help promote the idea of recording on a regular basis. 

The rarest plant I have come across is Ophrys apifera 
var. chlorantha. This was on an extremely wet day in the 
Burren when, with Pete and our botanist friend Paul 
Green, we were searching for Pinguicula grandiflora. 

Distinguished 
Recorder 2016
Author and naturalist Zoë Devlin is the 2016 recipient 
of the National Biodiversity Data Centre’s Distinguished 
Recorder Award in recognition of her work in promoting 
the recording of Ireland’s flora, and for the development 
of hard copy and digital resources.  

then I spotted the white 
Bee Orchid and I nearly 
left the ground with 
excitement!

© Richard 
Johnston
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We were too late for the latter, but then I spotted the 
white Bee Orchid and I nearly left the ground with 
excitement!

Recording biodiversity requires some commitment 
but can be very rewarding. Firstly, there is the rather 
good feeling that you are part of something that is not 
only useful but essential. There is also the personal 
satisfaction of having your records to look back 
on and to see how things are changing in your own 
environment. Modern technology makes it so much 
easier now; and there is the simple enjoyment of being 
out in wild places. My favourite way of recording is to 
do it with a friend who is interested in another aspect of 
biodiversity – for instance I often record with a pal who 
is passionate about bumblebees and butterflies, and has 
great knowledge of birds. From each other, we are still 
learning. I would encourage anyone who has an interest 
in our environment and who has even a little knowledge 
of our biodiversity to start recording.

Zoë Devlin’s books include:
•	 Wildflowers	of	Ireland	–	A	Personal	Record and  
•	 The	Wildflowers	of	Ireland	–	A	Field	Guide 
Her website is a wonderful resource for 
wildflower identification:  
•	 www.wildflowersofireland.net

The white Bee Orchid, Ophrys apifera var. chlorantha  
© Zoë Devlin

Zoë finds some meadow saffron © Pete Devlin

Mullaghmore by Zoë Devlin
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With the increasing trend of invasive alien species 
being introduced into Europe causing signifi cant 
harm to biodiversity, human health and the 

economy, momentous action to tackle that threat is needed. 
Many of these species are brought into Europe intentionally, 
for instance, as ornamental plants; species to be kept as pets; 
or for their usefulness, such as oxygenators in garden ponds. 
Others arrive by accident as contaminants of other goods or 
as hitch-hikers, for example, on boat hulls. 

In response to the threat, the European Council adopted 
a ‘Regulation on the prevention and management of the 
introduction and spread of invasive alien species (1143/2014)’ 
which entered into force on January 1st, 2015. Under this 
Regulation, all Member states must take action on a list of 
invasive alien species of Union Concern. Concerted action at 
a European wide scale should help prevent introductions of 
listed species to Europe and eradicate and prevent spread of 
those already in Member states. 

The species list
On July 14th, 2016, the fi rst list of invasive alien species of Union 
Concern was published. This list of 37 species is comprised of 
23 animals and 14 plants that are not native to Europe. The list 
is considered dynamic, so species can be added or removed. 

Actions
The Regulation anticipates three types of interventions: 
prevention, early detection and rapid eradication, and 
management. For Ireland, this means if a species is not here, 
action should be taken to prevent its arrival. If the species is 
present in the open environment, then if possible and feasible, 
attempts to eradicate the species should be made. If the species 
is already widespread or if it would not be possible to eradicate 
it, controls on population and prevention of spread should be 
put in place. When determining what response could be taken, 
due consideration to the non-target or knock-on effects this 
could have for biodiversity, the environment or socio-economic 
impacts should be taken. 

While banning the import and trade of listed species can 
be immediately effective in tackling that intentional route of 
introduction, preventing the introduction and spread of hidden 
hitch-hiker species will certainly be more challenging. 

Every one of us can play a vital role in tackling the threat of 
invasive species. If a person has one of these animals as a pet, 
you can keep it until the end of its natural life provided that 
reproduction and escape are prevented. If one of the listed 

plants are in a garden 
then it is possible it 
could escape to the wild, 
so action to prevent this 
happening should be 
taken. If you suspect 
that you have seen one of 
these invasive species, 
please report it to the 
National Biodiversity 
Data Centre. Providing 
a photograph will help confi rm its identity. 

For more information, please visit the invasive species 
website: http://invasives.biodiversityireland.ie	

EU embargoes 37 
invasive speciesColette O’Flynn, 

Invasive Species 
Offi cer, explains the 
new European Council 
regulation on invasive 
alien species

Scientifi c name English name
Baccharis halimifolia Eastern baccharis    

Cabomba caroliniana Green cabomba        

Callosciurus erythraeus Pallas's squirrel 

Corvus splendens Indian house crow       

Eichhornia crassipes Water hyacinth         

Eriocheir sinensis Chinese mitten crab 

Heracleum persicum Persian hogweed            

Heracleum sosnowskyi Sosnowski's hogweed    

Herpestes javanicus Asian mongoose 

Hydrocotyle ranunculoides Floating pennywort        

Lagarosiphon major Curly waterweed 

Lithobates (Rana) catesbeianus North American bullfrog 

Ludwigia grandifl ora Water primrose                 

Ludwigia peploides Floating primrose willow  

Lysichiton americanus American skunk cabbage  

Muntiacus reevesii Muntjac deer 

Myocastor coypus Coypu 

Myriophyllum aquaticum Parrot's feather                     

Nasua nasua South American coati 

Orconectes limosus Spiny-cheek crayfi sh 

Orconectes virilis Virile crayfi sh 

Oxyura jamaicensis Ruddy duck            

Pacifastacus leniusculus Signal crayfi sh 

Parthenium hysterophorus Whitetop weed                      

Perccottus glenii Amur sleeper                          

Persicaria perfoliata Asiatic tearthumb                    

Procambarus clarkii Red swamp crayfi sh 

Procambarus spp.
(Procambarus fallax f. virginalis)

Marbled crayfi sh 

Procyon lotor Raccoon 

Pseudorasbora parva Stone moroko                          

Pueraria Montana var. lobata Kudzu vine 

Sciurus carolinensis Grey squirrel 

Sciurus niger Fox squirrel 

Tamias sibiricus Siberian chipmunk 

Threskiornis aethiopicus Sacred ibis                              

Trachemys scripta Various terrapin/slider names

Vespa velutina nigrithorax Asian hornet 

The hairy claws of the Chinese mitten 
crab, which has already been recorded 
in Ireland. © Shutterstock
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There are 35 native trees or tree-like shrubs in Ireland, 
which colonized the island of Ireland after the last Ice 
Age and covered much of the island with dense forests 
for thousands of years.

• 12,000 years ago End of Ice Age in Ireland – 
  no trees
• 10,000 years ago Hazel, Birch and 
  Willow colonise
• 9,000 years ago Oak, Elm and Scot’s Pine  
  forests
• 7,000-5,500 years ago Oak, Alder and
  Elm dominate
• 5,500 years ago Man’s impact – 
  slow tree decline
• 2,600 years ago Rapid decline due 
  to agriculture
• 1600-1698 Loss of 98% of forests 
  in 17th century
• 1800 Only 2% of native 
  forests remain
• Today: 11% of Ireland is forested, 
  mostly commercial  
  plantations, only 2% is 
  native/semi-native

The National Biodiversity Data Centre recently 
published a beautiful identifi cation guide that includes 
all 35 species of native Irish trees and shrubs.

This swatch will help you to identify trees from 
their leaf shape in summer, and also includes a winter 
identification key based primarily on winter bud 
structure and arrangement.

Get out recording!
By recording the trees in your local area you will help 
create a picture of the variety and spread of Ireland’s 
tree cover.

To get a copy of the tree identifi cation swatch, order 
online at http://www.biodiversityireland.ie/shop/

Please submit records of trees to the National 
Biodiversity Data Centre:
http://records.biodiversityireland.ie/
or using the smart phone app: 
Biodiversity	Data	Capture

Ireland’s Remarkable 
Trees

BIODIVERSITY BEGINNERS

They are our largest living organisms, but can you tell our Irish trees 
apart? A new identifi cation swatch from the National Biodiversity 
Data Centre will equip you to begin recording Irish trees.
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Leaf mines are made by the larvae of some micromoths, 
fl ies, sawfl ies, and beetles, as they feed and grow inside 
the leaf of their foodplant, leaving a distinctive trail 
as they mine and consume the inner layers of the leaf.
The adult female lays her eggs,  which hatch out, and 
the larvae burrow into the leaf where they live until 
they pupate. The larvae are protected from the weather 
and predators, and they have a constant supply of food 
from the leaf.

There are four main types of leaf mine:

• Corridor, or gallery, where the mine is a 
continuous narrow track that winds 
through the leaf 

• Blotch, where a wide area is eaten out 
as the larva advances

• Tentiform, where the larva creates a bulge in one 
side of the leaf by creasing the other surface

• Blister, where the larva makes a small oval mine 
very close to where the mine started

• Some mines can be a combination of 
corridor followed by a blotch.

Identifi cation of the miner is based on host plant, 
shape of the mine and frass pattern. Sometimes larval 
details or pupal details are required, and in some 
cases specimens need to be reared through to the 
adult stage.

The current Irish list contains 460 miner species, 
of which: 25 are beetles; 123 fl ies;  13 sawfl ies; and 

299 are micromoths.
Now that the Irish Leaf Mine recording scheme is up 

and running, more people have become involved 
in Leaf Miner recording in Ireland, and we are 

adding to the above totals on a regular basis. 
The Irish Leaf Miner recording scheme, along 
with a document introducing identifi cation 

techniques and the current Irish checklist can 
be accessed here:

http://www.biodiversityireland.ie/record-
biodiversity/surveys/leafminers-survey/

Identifying 
Leaf Miners

Naturalist and wildlife blogger, Stuart Dunlop 
explores the micro-world of the leaf miners.

The National Biodiversity Data Centre is 
delighted to have teamed up with Stuart Dunlop 
to support and facilitate increased recording 
of leaf miners in Ireland. The Data Centre has 
provided an online record submission system 
where records can be captured, and Stuart 
validates these records. All validated records are 
included in the Leaf Miners of Ireland database, 
and can be viewed on Biodiversity Maps.

Stuart’s written works include the acclaimed 
Donegal Hedgerow website http://homepage.
eircom.net/~hedgerow and, more recently, his blog 
on www.donegal-wildlife.blogspot.com  He can be 
contacted on cipeen@hotmail.com or tagged on the 
Invertebrates of Ireland Facebook page.

Stigmella 
roborella 
© Stuart 

Dunlop

Amauromyza labiatarum  © Stuart Dunlop
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Biodiversity Maps
The mapping system Biodiversity Maps 
provides access to biodiversity data 
submitted to the National Biodiversity 
Data Centre. At the start of October, the 
system maps 3.95 million records of 15,602 
species.

New datasets
Caddisfl ies (Trichoptera) of Ireland 
(14,204 records) 
Island BioBlitz 2016 (10,441 records)
Irish Squirrel Survey 2012 
(2,389 records)
Bats of Northern Ireland (1,664 records)
Mammals of Ireland 
2016-2020 (1,042 records)
SCANS II Survey Data, 
2005 (372 records)
Mid Ulster Hare Surveys 
2012-2015 (260 records) 
Corrib Mammal Atlas Records - 
Shell E&P Ireland Limited (142 records)
SIAR Survey Data, 2000 (106 records) 
Muntjac (Muntiacus reevsi) of 
Northern Ireland (78 records)
Historic references to the grey wolf 
(Canis lupus) in Ireland (32 records) 

Updated datasets
Northern Ireland Mammal Database 
(16,065 records) 
Vascular plants - Online records 
2012-2020 (6,079 records) 
Birds of Ireland (4,552 records)  
IWDG Cetacean Strandings 
Database (1,957 records)
Butterfl ies of Ireland (1,434 records) 
National Invasive Species 
Database (370 records) 
Biodiversity Records from 
Ireland (185 records) 
Shieldbug records (144 records)  
Amphibian and Reptiles of 
Ireland (102 records) 
Atlas of Mammals in Ireland 
2010-2015 (101 records)
Syrphids of Ireland (71 records) 
EPA River Biologists’ data (50 records).

Up to the beginning of October, 
55,949 records were submitted 
to the Data Centre through the 
online data submission system. All 
of these records are stored and, 
over time, validated and added 
to the relevant dataset on the 
mapping system. All new sightings 
of biodiversity are welcome as they 
help to build up a picture of what 
species occur where in Ireland, and all 
these data are then available to contribute 
to decision-making for nature conservation. 

Bees
There are 98 different bee species in 
Ireland. With one third of our bee species 
threatened with extinction, it’s vital that 
we track where they are and how they are 
faring. Thankfully we have a very active bee 
recording network, who regularly submit 
their sightings through the Irish Pollinator 
Initiative. Already in 2016, we’ve received 
well over 2,270 bee records from a total 
of 55 species. 

Sixteen species of bumblebee have 
been recorded so far this year, including 
the rare Bombus sylvarum or shrill carder 
bee (it is believed to have a more shrill 
buzz than the other species!). Bombus 
vestalis was rediscovered in St Enda’s Park, 
Rathfarmham, Dublin, in 2014, after an 
absence of 88 years. It seems to be on the 
increase, with more sightings of the species 
this summer, including from St Stephen’s 
Green. It is one of the cuckoo bumblebees 
which, like the cuckoo bird, lays its eggs in 
the nest of another bumblebee species. 

Lots of solitary bees have been reported 
this year. The wool carder bee (Anthidium 
manicatum), which was recorded for the 
fi rst time in Ireland in 2015 (Wexford), 
was spotted in a garden in Co. Cork.
It’s a gorgeous and very distinctive solitary 
bee that is a great pollinator of garden 
plants. The red mason bee (Osmia bicornis) 
is an extremely effi cient pollinator that 
nests in cavities in soil, wood or masonry. 
It has been increasing in Ireland since it 
was fi rst recorded in 2003. 

It’s often found in towns and cities where 
there tends to be more of its nesting 
habitat. This year we had records from Cork 
city, Waterford city, Belfast, Dublin city, 
and new sightings in Tipperary and Louth. 

My favourite sighing of 2016 has been 
a new report of the tawny mining bee 
(Andrena fulva). This one will always win 
in the beauty stakes! Females are very 
distinctive with bright red hairs on the 
thorax and abdomen. It was thought to 
be extinct for 87 years in Ireland, until it 
was rediscovered in two locations in 2012. 
This year we had another new population 
in Bray, Co. Wicklow. It’s a spring species 
that fl ies from March until early June. It’s 
most commonly found in gardens where it 
often nests in lawns.  The nest entrances 
will be surrounded by a tiny volcano-like 
mound of excavated spoil and can be easy 
to spot. So far in urban areas, it seems to 
be associating with Berberis, a garden shrub 
that provides an excellent source of pollen 
for bees in spring. 

One of the next new bee species we are 
expecting to arrive in Ireland is the ivy bee 
(Colletes hederae). This is a late emerging 
solitary bee, as its life cycle coincides with 
Ivy fl owering in autumn. We all have our 
eyes peeled currently; hopefully we’ll have 
something to report in the next edition!

Dr Úna Fitzpatrick
National Biodiversity Data Centre
www.biodiversityireland.ie/pollinator-plan 

Tawny mining bee 
(Andrena fulva) © Entomart



Butterfl ies
Overall, it’s been a great year for butterfl y 
recording, with over 360 people now 
recording butterfl ies across the country, 
compared to 298 in 2015; 244 in 2014; 
and 202 in 2013. The excellent series 
of workshops delivered by Oisín Duffy; 
the Butterfl y Bash event in July; and the 
Annual Recorders Event in Barley Cove, 
ably hosted by Damaris Lysaght, certainly 
supported this increase. Consequently, 
as of September, over 5,500 records – 
representing over 14,500 butterfl ies across 
35 species – were submitted to the Data 
Centre, an increase in recording effort by 
19% on last year.  

Notable records include the discovery 
of new Marsh Fritillary sites, one in the 
appropriately named Devilsbit Mountain, 
Co. Tipperary, by Kate Bismilla, and the 
other in Raheenliegh, Co. Carlow, by 
Ciarán Byrne. In partnership with the 
National Parks and Wildlife Service, the 
Northern Ireland Environment Agency and 
Butterfl y Conservation UK, we’ve been 
re-establishing an all-island monitoring 
scheme for this species across 48 sites for 
the past two years, and we’ll be opening the 
scheme for all recorders to get involved in 
2017, so the discovery of new sites for this 
priority species will no doubt accelerate in 
the near future.  

However, despite the increased level of 
recording and the weather being marginally 
better than 2015, the counts of butterfl ies 
from our recorders in the monitoring 
scheme were far from positive.  Our mid-
season estimate in July was that counts 
were down by 54% (+/- 10%) compared 

to 2015 and this seems to have carried 
through to the latter half of the season. 
Later generation(s) of many species appear 
in greater numbers in the mid-summer 
and early autumn, and this was certainly 
the case for our whites (Small, Large and 
Green-veined), Ringlets, Speckled Woods, 
and common migrants such as the Red 
Admiral and Painted Lady. In contrast, 
Small Heath was rarely recorded and has 
been in consistent decline since the scheme 
began, but counts of common species such 
as Small Tortoiseshells and Peacocks were 
also markedly down on previous years. A 
detailed analysis of the records will take 
place as soon as all 2016 records have been 
submitted, so keep an eye on the website 
for an update in early 2017.

Finally, the sixth version of the European 
Grassland Butterfly Indicator, one of 
the European Environmental Agency’s 
biodiversity indicators, will be released 
in late 2016. Compiled by Butterfly 
Conservation Europe, the indicator is 
based on 4,500 butterfly monitoring 
scheme transects (122 of which are 
from our monitoring scheme!) across 22 
European countries. 
Overall, grassland 
butterfly abundance 
has declined by 30% 
from 1990 to 2015. 
The rate of decline has 
slowed over the past 
5-10 years, but losses 
are still occurring. 
At a European level, 
Ireland was in the top 
fi ve out of 22 regions 

where widespread grassland species, 
such as Small Heath and Orange-tip, have 
declined the most. The European Grassland 
Butterfl y Indicator and our own National 
Butterfl y Indicator clearly illustrate the 
value of our recorders’ efforts in working 
together to identify species and habitats 
needing conservation and restoration at 
local, national and European levels. 

Dr Tomás Murray
National Biodiversity Data Centre
http://butterfl ies.biodiversityireland.ie 

Bugs
Many people have contributed their 
shieldbug records to the Biodiversity 
Maps system and it is very encouraging 
to see this trend. So a sincere thanks to 
all who have sent in records and I would 
encourage more to get involved. The 
process of verifying and collating records 
will happen over winter, and as quickly as 
possible, so that the records can be added 
to the online maps. Until then, you should 
not stop recording! Most of our species 
can still be seen through the late autumn 
as most overwinter as adults. They can 
still be seen either on their host plant or 
anywhere else as they seek a hibernation 
site.

And, of course, there is always next 
year and a new year of records. Bugs 
do start early and species such as the 
Gorse Shieldbug, Piezodorus lituratus, will 
be basking in late winter sunshine from 
February onwards, one of the fi rst signs 
of the arrival of warmer days. There is 
value in all your records so please add 
all you have. And a special plea to look 
out any old records from notebooks and 
photographs. Even though the online 
recording started recently, any older 
records would be especially welcome. 

Your records have helped show the 
northward spread of some species. 
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Annual Butterfl y Recorders Event, 
Barley Cove, Co. Cork, August 13th, 2016.

Water Stick-insect, Ranatra linearis, new to Ireland, from 
Co. Wexford, August 2016.  © Brian Nelson



In 1935, the Dublin museum entomologist 
J.N. Halbert noted that the Green 
Shieldbug, Palomena prasina; Tortoise 
Bug, Eurygaster testudinaria; and Dock 
Bug, Coreus marginatus, were all absent 
north of the line between Dublin and 
Galway. It is interesting to compare what 
the modern maps show with Halbert’s 
account. The Green Shieldbug is now 
well established as far north as Lough 
Neagh and several Northern Ireland 
recorders have seen it breeding in their 
gardens in the last couple of years. This 
increase would seem to have happened 
in both the east and west of the island. 
In comparison, the Tortoise Bug, whilst it 
has moved north reaching Roscommon, 
has apparently only done so in the west. 
So it is well established around Lough 
Corrib and Mask, but on the east coast 
it remains to the south of Dublin. And 
the third species, Dock Bug, remains 
seemingly tied to southern and eastern 
coastal counties. Indeed it has not shown 
any appreciable movement north and has 
not even reached Dublin, although there 
is a recent record from Clare. 

The shieldbugs are just a small part of 
the Heteroptera, of which there are about 
315 Irish species. Records of these non-
shieldbug species are also very welcome. 
There are many interesting species in this 
group, which can be seen in many Irish 
habitats. For example, there are just over 
50 species of water bug, and in 2016, I 
added the Water Stick Insect, Ranatra 
linearis, to the list. At 35mm in length, this 
is probably the longest Irish insect apart 
from the introduced, but completely 
unrelated, terrestrial stick insects. 

Other notable fi nds reported this year 
include:
• Forget-me-not Bug, Sehirus luctuosus, 

found by Brian Power and Ciaran 
Byrne at a third site in Co. Carlow, a 
welcome discovery for what is one 
of the rarest species in the shieldbug 
group.

• Anthocoris gallarum-ulmi was found 
in counties Longford, Kildare, Down, 
and Fermanagh. The previous Irish 
records are from before 1936 and 
only in Dublin. Clearly an overlooked 
species associated with elm trees.

• Closterotomus trivialis, found in Co. 
Antrim by David McIlveen, a second 
record following its discovery in Co. 
Cork by Leon van der Noll in 2015.

• Acetropis gimmerthalii, a second 
record from Co. Longford. This grass-
feeding species is oddly confi ned to 
Co. Longford as the only previous 
Irish record was from here in 2013. 

This last demonstrates the possibilities 
for more thorough recording of our 
terrestrial and aquatic bugs. Exciting 
discoveries can be made in many, many 
places and in many different habitats. 
Bugs really are everywhere!

Dr Brian Nelson
National Parks and Wildlife Service

Birds
Autumn is defi nitely here, with birds 
fl ying south, into and out of Ireland at 
the same time. Some of those arriving 
from the north are the Pale-bellied Brent 
Geese – into Strangford Lough and Dublin 
Bay – while those departing include the 
Swallows, House Martins and the last few 
straggling warblers (I had a Chiffchaff in 
my Wicklow garden on September 28th). 
Usually the most conspicuous wintering 
passerines are thrushes, primarily 

Scandinavian Redwings and Fieldfares, 
which home in on hedgerow berries. 
Certainly in the local patches I work in 
Wicklow and Mayo, there are masses 
of them – haws, hips, rowan, guelder 
rose and blackberries. Although not 
often thought of as a migratory species, 
Scandinavian Blackbirds also swell the 
ranks of our resident Irish birds and they 
often appreciate a good rowan berry crop.
What of the 2016 breeding season? There 
was certainly a lot of talk about scarcity 
of Swallows and martins through the 
summer: yes, their arrival may have been 
slightly late, but I think numbers were 
about ‘normal’ in most areas, and fl edged 
birds appeared on roadside wires at the 
right intervals, corresponding with fi rst 
and second broods. There was still a lot 
of talk of nesting Swallows on BirdWatch 
Ireland’s Facebook page in September, 
which indicates that some pairs may have 
tried third broods.

Last winter was very mild and thus we 
presume that survival rates of resident 
garden and countryside birds was high. 
Overall, the summer weather was quite 
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Great Spotted Woodpecker  
© Dick Coombes



mixed, but neither hot nor extremely 
wet. So, productivity (i.e. number of 
young reared per nesting pair) should 
have been fairly good. All data sets 
from the Countryside Bird Survey and 
Constant Effort Site bird ringing are not 
yet available so I cannot say anything 
defi nitive at the moment, though I have 
a hunch that our tits (Blue, Great, Coal) 
would have struggled to fi nd enough 
caterpillars to feed their young, given that 
the summer seemed to have been a poor 
one for butterfl ies.

Highlights of the summer for scarcer 
species have included the successful 
nesting of Red Kites in Co. Dublin and the 
continued expansion of the Great Spotted 
Woodpecker (recorded for the fi rst time 
in Co. Laois this summer). The fortunes of 
our rare breeding birds are tracked by the 
Irish Rare Breeding Birds Panel, but once 
a population reaches 100 pairs then the 
species is no longer considered ‘rare’. The 
woodpecker is probably close to reaching 
this milestone!
I am not sure whether there is a climate 

change link, but Bearded Tits have 
reappeared as a breeding species in 
Ireland. This reedbed-dwelling species 
appeared out of the blue on the east and 
south coast in the early 1970s, developing 
a small breeding ‘stronghold’ on the north 
Wicklow coastal marshes. Successful 
nesting was observed most years from 
about 1975 to 1985, then the birds 
disappeared. A new wave of colonists 
landed up a couple of years ago at 
Tacumshin in Co. Wexford, and breeding 
has re-commenced with another group 
appearing back in Co. Wicklow.

Tacumshin also hosted a pair of nesting 
Marsh Harriers this summer, the fi rst 
confi rmed pair since 2009, in Co. Down. 
The Wexford pair probably failed at the 
young chick stage, but hopefully they will 
become established in coming years in 
eastern coastal marshes. Over on west 
coast marshes, Red-necked Phalaropes 
returned to breed again, but another 
wader, the upland and bog-nesting 
Curlew, continues its slide towards 
extinction as a breeding species. Yes, we 

host thousands in winter, but our native 
birds are very scarce.

Over the coming winter, please submit 
bird records, even if it is not your specialist 
fi eld. There are several surveys you can 
contribute to and tools you can use. For 
example, BirdWatch Ireland’s Garden 
Bird Survey runs for three months, 
starting in December: please visit www.
birdwatchireland.ie for full details. This 
is a great survey if you have bird feeders 
outside the kitchen window.

For more detailed recording, BirdTrack 
(www.birdtrack.net) is an online system 
you can use to report winter migrants, 
and which allows you to compare your 
record with others across Britain and 
Ireland. I am also always happy to receive 
reports of scarcer breeding species by 
email. 

Dr Steve Newton
BirdWatch Ireland
snewton@birdwatchireland.ie
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Cetaceans
March to September is the busiest time 
for sighting records as it covers the 
summer period,  due to an increase in 
observer effort. But the fl ow of sightings 
data suggests that in recent years the 
historically quiet period of April to 
June is now, along much of the Irish 
south coast, becoming much busier for 
several species, with very early arrival 
of humpback whales to places like West 
Kerry and exceptionally large feeding 
aggregations of 30-50+ minke whales 
along stretches of the West Cork coast 
during May and June.

During this recording period, common 
dolphins, minke whales and harbour 
porpoises shared joint fi rst place, as the 
most frequently reported species, each 
on 16%. Yes, this isn’t a typo… as we 
received and validated 145 minke whale 
records, compared with 144 harbour 
porpoise records, which is at variance with 
the expected norm. In fourth position was 
the bottlenose dolphin, on 137 records, 
followed by an impressive 104 humpback 
whale records, and only 31 fi n whale 
records. This is another reversal of what 
we’d expect, as historically, fi n whales 
sighting records would outnumber those 
of humpbacks by a ratio of close to 10:1.  
So if there is one thing we can say about 
what the data is telling us so far in 2016, 
it’s that patterns of how species are using 
our waters are changing over very short 
time spans.

2016 seems to have been a good year 
for basking sharks, too, with the North 
Atlantic’s biggest fi sh being reported on 
78 occasions, as compared to 55 for the 
same period in 2015. It will be interesting 
to see if this trend continues in 2017. 

 By far the most unusual sighting was 
of an immature bowhead whale on May 
29th, 2016, at the mouth of Carlingford 
Lough, Co. Down/Louth. This was a 
new cetacean species for Irish waters 
and the arrival of this Arctic vagrant 

brings Ireland’s species list to 25. Only 
two weeks previous, a small bowhead 
whale was photographed off Cornwall 
on May 15th, and it seems a reasonable 
assumption that this was most likely the 
same individual, although the images 
from both encounters are not conclusive. 
It was fi tting that it arrived on our shores 
in the same week that IWDG celebrated 
the 25th anniversary of the declaration 
of Irish waters as a Whale and Dolphin 
Sanctuary, in June 1991.

Total numbers of recorded cetacean 
strandings in Ireland during 2016 look set 
to be close to the previous peak year of 
2013, with 219 reports. In that year, 171 
records were received between January 
1st and September 30th, whereas in 
2016 that fi gure currently stands at 169, 
signifi cantly higher than 2014 (139) 
and 2015 (138). Much of this increase is 
due to increased numbers of common 
dolphins (some displaying obvious signs 
of bycatch) washed ashore in late winter/
early spring. In 2016, 47 strandings were 
recorded between July 1st and September 
30th – identifi able species were 
bottlenose dolphin (1), common dolphin 
(17), fi n whale (1), harbour porpoise (4), 
minke whale (2), pilot whale (4), sperm 
whale (1) and striped dolphin (5).

Padraig Whooley and Mick O’Connell
Irish Whale and Dolphin Group

Vascular Plants
This has been a busy summer on the 
botanical front in Ireland. There were so 
many events, training days and fi eld trips. 
And the BSBI and other plant recorders 
have been working hard. Below are some 
interesting fi nds from across the BSBI 
recorder network. 

In Carlow, Lisa Dowling reports that one 
of her highlights for 2016 included fi nding 
the Lesser Butterfl y Orchid (Platanthera 
bifolia) at Knockmullgury blanket bog, 
along the lower reaches of Blackstairs 
Mountain, together with Pale Butterwort 
(Pinguicula lusitanica) and abundant 
Cranberry (Vaccinium oxycoccus). During 
a BSBI fi eld meeting at this site in late 
July, Common Cow-wheat (Melampyrum 
pratense) was recorded on the western 
slope of Blackstairs Mountain, the fi rst 
record for the county in over 40 years. 
Another signifi cant site, Drummin Bog, a 
drained raised bog, at the very southern tip 

of the county was also visited this summer 
and Bog Rosemary (Andromeda polifolia) 
was found to be persisting, representing 
the most southerly known record for this 
species in Ireland. In addition, White-
beaked Sedge (Rhynchospora alba) was 
also found in numbers in a former cut-
over area, the fi rst record for the county 
(likely at this location) in over 100 years.

In March of this year, Helen Lawless, 
Mountaineering Ireland’s Hillwalking, 
Access and Conservation Offi cer, made 
the exciting discovery of stag’s-horn 
club moss (Lycopodium clavatum) near 
the summit of Knockboy (Cnoc buí), Co. 
Cork’s highest mountain. This rare species 
had not been seen in the far southwest of 
Ireland for over 100 years. In early July 
BSBI’s ‘Rough Crew’, led by Dr Rory Hodd, 
revisited the site to map the population 
and record further details. They found 
a healthy, thriving population. With the 
‘Rough Crew’ was Clare Heardman
(Conservation Ranger, NPWS) who at 
the time was organising a festival to 
celebrate Ellen Hutchins (1785-1815), 
Ireland’s fi rst female botanist. Ellen was 
born in nearby Ballylickey and recorded 
in the region of 1,200 species around 
Bantry Bay. On returning 
home, Clare checked 
Ellen’s plant list 
(reproduced 
in Mitchell, 
1999) and 
found that Ellen 
had recorded stag’s-
horn club moss at 
the ‘summit of 
Knockbue’ in 
the early 
1800s. 
Amazing to 
think that this little 
population of stag’s-
horn club moss 
has most 
likely been 
in the same place for 
over 200 years!

Sticking with Munster, 
Sharon Parr made an 
interesting discovery in 
Ballygannar North (in an 
area that rarely, if ever, 
attracts those bound for 
the botanical ‘honey-pots’ 
of the Burren).

Bowhead Whale sighting at Carlingford. 
© Carlingford Lough Pilots

X Dactyloglossum mixtum 
© Sharon Parr
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She spotted a pretty little orchid out 
of the corner of her eye with strong 
characteristics of the Frog Orchid 
(Coeloglossum viride) and the colouring/
markings of the Common-spotted 
Orchid, (Dactylorhiza fuchsii). Brendan 
Sayers at the National Botanic Gardens 
confi rmed it as the hybrid between the 
two, X Dactyloglossum mixtum. 

At the other end of the country, young 
vice-county recorders for east Donegal, 
Mairéad Crawford and Oisín Duffy let me 
know about their most signifi cant fi nds 
of the year. These were all found during a 
fi eld outing to Murvagh in the south of the 
county. Round-leaved wintergreen (Pyrola 
rotundifolia subsp. maritima), Bird’s-
nest (Monotropa hypopitys) and Adder’s 
tongue (Ophioglossum vulgatum) were all 
found within close proximity and it was 
their fi rst time to see these species in the 
vice-county (but not fi rsts for the vice 
county!). Outside of this, they reported 
that they were delighted to come across 
Moonwort (Botrychium lunaria) on Tory 
Island during the Island BioBlitz. 

In the midlands, Fiona Devery, the 
recorder for Offaly, has this year re-found 
the site for Bloody Crane’s-bill (Geranium 
sanguineum) near Tullamore, which had 
not been recorded since Praeger’s time. 
John Faulkner, recorder in Armagh, 
reports that having classifi ed Field 
Woundwort (Stachys arvensis) as ‘extinct’ 
in the Armagh Rare Plant Register 
(published last year), he has now found it 
on two separate occasions in September 
2016! It is an annual with pinkish purple 
fl owers not unlike some Lamium species 
but with well-developed lateral lobes 
on the corolla. The fi rst occasion was at 
The Bush on the south side of the Cooley 
Peninsula, Co. Louth, as a weed in a 
municipal fl ower bed. There are several 
scattered records from coastal sites in the 
late 20th century from Co. Louth, but it 
was the fi rst time he had seen this species 
himself for as long as he could remember. 
The second was at Drumbanagher 
Demesne, in Co. Armagh, north of Newry. 
Here it was frequent along the edge of 
a cereal crop planted for pheasants, 
along with a number of other interesting 
‘weeds’ such as Corn Marigold (Glebionis 
segetum). Obviously, it may have been 
imported with seed. The gamekeeper 
told him that a few years earlier he had 
had several plants of the highly poisonous 
Thornapple (Datura stramonium) in a kale 
crop planted with seed from New Zealand. 

Pyrola rotundifolia subsp. 
maritima © Oisin Duffy

Pseudorchis albida © Hannah Northridge



23

From there westwards, where Ralph 
Sheppard found two new grasses for 
Donegal. Refl exed saltmarsh-grass 
(Puccinellia distans) already had a west-
coast toehold in Co. Sligo, but is mainly 
a south/east coast species. Water bent 
(Polypogon viridis) is a recent invader, 
this fi nd being a big jump from the east 
coast. Even more surprising was that both 
species were found at the same saltmarsh 
site in west Donegal!

Roger Goodwillie says his best memory 
of 2016 was a solid patch of Adder’s 
tongue, about 4x1m, under willows, 
looking like wild garlic and hard to believe. 
He was pleased too with Climbing 
corydalis (Ceratocapnos claviculata) on 
Tory Hill in late September. This has not 
been recorded anywhere else in Kilkenny 
since 1899. 

Robert and Hannah Northridge had a 
number of interesting records from across 
Cavan and Longford, including Bird’s-
nest orchid (Neottia nidus-avis) and Small 
white-orchid (Pseudorchis albida), from 
Callow Hill, Fermanagh. Vast swathes of 
Greater spearwort (Ranunculus lingua) 
and Thread-leaved water-crowfoot (R. 
trichophyllus) were encountered in a 
turlough-like lake near Lanesborough in 
Co. Longford. And fi nally, Little Lough in 
Cavan yielded Cowbane (Cicuta virosa), 
Frogbit (Hydrocharis morsus-ranae) and 
Cyperus sedge (Carex pseudocyperus), 
as well as a blanket of Water-soldier 
(Stratiotes aloides), a species which has 
been recorded in vast abundance in a 
number of lakes in Ireland this year. 

And fi nally, perhaps a contender for 
botanical fi nd of the year – a new site for 
Killarney fern (Trichomanes speciosum), 
complete with both gametophyte and 
sporophyte, was located during the BSBI 
recording event in west Cork in early 
September. The site is near Ballyvourney 
and Coolea, and local man Hammy 
Hamilton was instrumental in helping 
Rory Hodd lead a team to investigate the 
area. 

Thanks to all who have supplied 
information and photos; please get in 
touch if you have news to include next 
time. 

Dr Maria Long
Irish Offi cer at the Botanical Society of 
Britain and Ireland
Maria.long@bsbi.org

Bryophytes
There was a huge recording effort for 
the Atlas of British and Irish bryophytes 
(published in 2014) to fi ll bryophyte data 
gaps in Ireland. Only two areas remained 
that were very under-recorded: most 
of Co. Tyrone and parts of Co. Donegal. 
These gaps were targeted in 2016 as the 
focus of the British Bryological Society’s 
summer fi eld meetings. In early August, 
a small but dedicated group, led by 
Joanne Denyer, spent a week exploring 
under-recorded hectads (10km x 
10km grid squares) in Co. Tyrone. The 
habitats covered were mainly lowland 
(woodland, river, urban, and raised bog), 
but some upland areas were visited. 
Many new records for the county were 
made, one of the most interesting being 
the oceanic moss Daltonia splachnoides, 
which was locally abundant in upland 
conifer plantation. This species is much 
more localised in Britain and the visiting 
bryologists were very pleased to see so 
much of it. On the last morning, Richard 
Weyl found the liverwort Riccia fl uitans on 
a lough shore. This was in tall vegetation 
at the edge of deep water, which was not 
the typical habitat expected by the visiting 
bryologists and proved very informative. 

The following week, Rory Hodd led 
10 bryologists from Ireland, Scotland 
and England on a very successful week 
exploring under-recorded areas of Co. 
Donegal. Again, many new records were 
made of rare species, the highlight being 
the discovery of Philonotis cernua near 
Fanad Head. This species is a specialist 
of bare burnt peat, and has only been 
seen in Europe on a few occasions – in 
Ireland, Scotland and Wales – and was 
feared extinct, the last sighting in Europe 
being from Co. Mayo in 1987. Other news 
is the confi rmation of Rory Hodd’s fi nd 
of Calypogeia suecica (new to the east of 
Ireland). This was found on a fi eld meeting 
of the Irish Bryophyte Group in 2015, but 
has only recently been confi rmed by the 
BBS referee.

Please email me, or visit the Irish 
bryophyte Facebook page, if you would 
like a copy of the Irish bryophyte group 
winter fi eld programme 2016-2017 or 
wish to be put on group email list.

Dr Joanne Denyer
joanne@denyerecology.com

Daltonia splachnoides 
©Joanne Denyer



Atlas of Mammals 
in Ireland 2010-2015 
¬ the fi rst publication to map all mammals 
that occur on the island of Ireland and in its 
marine waters.

• Almost a quarter of a million mammal 
sightings from 57 different datasets 
were used to produce distribution maps 
of 72 species.

• Specially written species accounts by 
42 leading authorities on mammals.

• More than 2,000 recorders have 
submitted records to the Atlas.

• Maps compare the pre 2010 

distribution to 2010-2015 distribution.

j25
(plus postage)

The Atlas can be pre-ordered online at 
http://www.biodiversityireland.ie/shop/

(Expected publication date is 15th 
December, 2016 and distribution will 
commence immediately)

The Atlas of Mammals in Ireland 2010-2015 

is jointly funded by the Heritage Council and 

National Parks and Wildlife Service.


