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implementation of the All-Ireland Pollinator Plan and to 
promote the conservation of Ireland’s pollinators. She 
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Data Centre. 
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direction of the Data Centre 
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Information Facility.  
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Administrative & Engagement 
Officer, is responsible for day-
to-day office management 
at the Centre.  He also 

has developed and is coordinating the Centre’s 
engagement and outreach programme, including 
organising the capacity-building recorder workshops.

Dr Tomás Murray, 
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Data Centre. His responsibilities include management 
of the Butterfly and Bumblebee Monitoring Schemes, 
and delivery of the National Biodiversity Indicators, 
and providing advice on biodiversity survey design.
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 Invasive Species Officer, is 
responsible for the Invasive 
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the National Invasive Species Database, provides 
coordination of invasive species data and information, 
and contributes advice and policy support at the 
national and European level.  
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Data and ICT Manager, 
is responsible for the IT 
infrastructure and database 
management activities of the 

Data Centre. He developed the Citizen Science Data 
Portal and other online data capture systems that are 
provided as shared services to partner organisations. 
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Earlier this year, the 
Intergovernmental 
S c i e n c e - P o l i c y 

Platform on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystems Services 
(IPBES) published the 
result of its three-year long 
assessment of pressures and 
trends in biodiversity that was 

undertaken by 550 of the world’s leading experts from 
over 100 countries. The message was stark - the over- 
exploitation of our natural resources is undermining the 
wellbeing of two-fifths of the world’s population. And this 
was happening across the four regions they reviewed: 
the Americas, Africa, Asia-Pacific and Europe and 
Central Asia, making the findings truly global in scope. 

The assessment for Europe identifies intensification 
of agriculture and forestry, soil erosion, wetland loss 
and abandonment of traditional land use systems as 
key trends impacting on biodiversity. It also highlights 
the high consumer lifestyles in the most developed 
economies, noting that Europe consumes more resources 
than the region produces. These are all too familiar 
issues for anyone tracking biodiversity loss in Ireland. 
Ireland’s wetlands have declined greatly, both in terms 
of extent and quality. The renewed intensification of 
agricultural and forestry programmes are placing even 
more pressure on species and habitats of the wider 
countryside. Socio-economic drivers are leading to a loss 
of traditional extensive grazing systems of our uplands; 
systems which traditionally have been so important for 
supporting some of Ireland’s most iconic biodiversity.  

But in the midst of all this gloom and doom, there are 
examples of conservation success stories. The decline 
in the population of Roseate Tern has been reversed 
and Rockabill Island now supports the largest breeding 
population in Europe. Specialised habitats have been 
created for the Natterjack Toad on the Dingle Peninsula, 
and the future for the species looks bright. And farmer-led 
solutions to deliver favourable conservation management 
of the Burren and Aran Islands, two of Ireland’s most 
special places, demonstrate just what is possible.  
On a more local level, we hear of more and more 
farmers who are doing wonderful work on their own 
farms, farming the land in a way that leaves space 
for wildlife to flourish. And the Data Centre has been 
astonished with the support and uptake, across the 
board, for implementing actions under the All-Ireland  
Pollinator Plan. 

There are factors that are common to successful 
conservation initiatives. First, having the evidence and 
gaining acceptance that the problem is real; second, 
understanding the ecology behind these trends and 
gaining the evidence for solutions that can address the 
problems; and third, providing resources to really make 
it happen. 

Most of the work of the National Biodiversity Data 
Centre is focussed on gathering data to help build 
the evidence for how biodiversity is changing so that 
other conservation projects can be initiated. A major 
milestone was reached in early April, when the number 
of records submitted through Ireland’s Citizen Science 
Portal exceeded 300,000 for the first time, which is a 
remarkable recording effort. These sightings provide 
valuable information to track if species’ distributions 
are changing over time, thereby contributing directly 
to Red List conservation assessments and enabling, for 
example, mitigation measures to reduce the threat posed 
by invasive species.  

Recorders who contribute to the monitoring programmes 
operated by the Data Centre have the satisfaction of 
knowing that their counts contribute directly to a better 
understanding of the state of, for example, pollination 
services across the countryside. The more data collection 
and analysis of this kind that is done, the more issues 
are highlighted, and the better case that can be argued 
for more resources for nature conservation. This is the 
motivation for the work of the National Biodiversity Data 
Centre; we hope this can also be the motivation for you 
to become even more involved in the work that we do. 

“…the over-exploitation of our natural 
resources is undermining the wellbeing 
of two-fifths of the world’s population.  

Director’s Comment
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Resources

Biodiversity Maps Upgrade

The National Biodiversity Data Centre has recently 
released a new version of its mapping portal Biodiversity 
Maps. The new state-of-the-art system brings together 
more than 4 million observations of 16,000 species to 
build the most comprehensive picture ever of what 
species occur where in Ireland. A new function of the 
system is that it allows anyone to download high quality 
maps from the system for use in reports and publication, 
and maps can also be embedded in their own websites. 

As data are added to Biodiversity Maps, these 
embedded maps will be updated dynamically. We are 
proud that Ireland now has a centralized biodiversity 
mapping and data portal that can be used by everyone, 
at no additional cost, to showcase what is known about 
species’ distribution. Over the coming months, the Date 
Centre will be meeting with partner organisations to 
encourage their use of this system and to explore other 
ways in which we can collaborate on data management 
and mapping. Biodiversity Maps is now a huge resource 
of data on Ireland’s biodiversity, mapping data from 146 
datasets published by state bodies, non-governmental 
organisations, national experts, researchers and 
consultants.

Distribution maps for all 16,000 
species, such as this showing 
the distribution of St. Dabeoc’s 
Heath (Daboecia cantabrica), 
can be downloaded and used in 
reports and other publications, 
or imbedded in websites. This 
will deliver huge efficiencies and 
real cost savings for anyone who 
makes use of data on Ireland’s 
biodiversity.

All of the data can be mapped 
and queried against background 
environmental layers, providing 

a really rich source of information on factors affecting 
species distribution in Ireland.

Rich metadata provide information on who 
has published datasets on different aspects of 
biodiversity, information about the individual 
datasets, and who you should contact to obtain more 

information about them.
Now, at the click of a mouse, detailed 
reports on what species have been 

recorded in a given area can be 
generated, including threatened, 
protected and invasive species. This will 
be a very significant tool to ensure that 
biodiversity data is readily available 
for decision making, particularly in 
relation to decisions around planning.
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News
Rare Plant Monitoring Scheme

What is it?
In 2017, we decided to carry out a small pilot scheme on 
rare plant monitoring. Where experienced plant recorders 
had submitted recent casual records of rare plants to the 
National Biodiversity Data Centre, they were asked if they 
would be willing to visit their rare plant population once 
a year during its flowering period and to count the total 
number of individual plants present. The response to the 
scheme from the small number of recorders contacted was 
overwhelmingly positive and resulted in very valuable 
data being collected in 2017. 

Data on the rare plant location, the count and 
additional information about the site is submitted 
online through a dedicated web portal set up by the Data 
Centre. The project was discussed and agreed with the 
National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS). It is framed 
around the 2016 Vascular Plant Red List and is mainly 
focused on monitoring vulnerable, near threatened and 
rare least concern species.

Species were not deliberately selected. The scheme 
has developed organically around those recorders who 
happened to submit casual records of rare and threatened 
species, and it is the intention that it continue to grow in 
this way. It does not involve deliberately searching for 
new populations. 

Why is it important?
When assessing the national conservation status of 
rare species according to IUCN Red List methodology, 
it is recommended that you use annual population 
count data. Given the numbers of rare plant species a 
country might have, this information can be difficult to 
collect in any volume.  

This citizen science 
project relies on the 
generosity of expert 
volunteers to ‘keep an 
eye’ on rare populations 
near them and to submit 
standardised count 
data once a year. When 
collated centrally over 
time, this information 
makes a very important 
contribution towards 
efforts to protect these 
species.

What happens to the 
data and how will it 
be used?
The full dataset is stored internally within the Data 
Centre in the dedicated web portal as monitoring data, 
and can be added to year upon year. Volunteers can log 
into this system and see, or download, their own data at 
any time. This full dataset is made available to the NPWS 
as required.

The true value of the information is in the longer-term 
trends that it will provide. If annual counts are carried 
out on these populations into the future it will provide 
early warning signs of threats. It will also help improve 
the accuracy of future conservation assessments of the 
species. It is the intention of the Data Centre that the 
project create a long-term high-quality data stream to 
support rare plant conservation in Ireland. 

2017 in numbers:
37	 rare plant populations across…
22 	 species were monitored
10	 species monitored are 
	 Flora Protection Order species 
18	 volunteers took part in the pilot scheme

Huge thanks to those who contributed to the scheme 
in 2017: Anne Harrington Rees, Eamonn Twomey, 
Geoff Newell, Helen Carty, Jamie O’Neill, John 
Fogarty, Laurence Laide, Lynn Stringer, Mary Howard,  
Oisín Duffy and Mairéad Crawford, Oonagh Conway, 
Paul Green, Paula O’Meara, Chris Huxley, Sam Connolly, 
Trish Walsh, Zöe Devlin.

Plans for 2018
It is hoped to continue the scheme and to try to bring the 
total number of populations being monitored to at least 
50 by the end of 2018. If you submitted casual data on a 
rare plant population in 2017, you might be getting the 
call later this spring! 

If you are aware of a nearby rare plant population 
that you would like to help track into the 
future, you can also get in touch directly. Email:   
ufitzpatrick@biodiversityireland.iePyramidal Bugle. Ajuga pyramidalis. © C. O’Rourke

Glaucium flavum ©Paul Green
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News
Out & About
Events attended by Data Centre Staff

Network of the European Environmental Protection Agencies 
meeting, Dublin Castle: Liam Lysaght gave a presentation to 
the heads of the different Environmental Protection Agencies 
in Europe on the citizen science work of the Data Centre and 
how citizen science contributes evidence for practice and policy. 

‘Making room for biodiversity’ – the All-Ireland Pollinator 
Plan Conference 2018
took place in Athlone, Co. Westmeath, on March 6th, and 
focused on what Councils can do to help pollinating insects. 
In addition to introducing the Pollinator Plan, an interesting 
line-up of guest speakers covered what to plant for 
pollinators; Fermanagh’s ‘Save our Magnificent Meadows’ 
project, ‘Don’t Mow, Let it Grow’, and Dr Dara Stanley, 
from NUI Galway, explained the effects of pesticides on 
bumblebees. The conference offered an opportunity to learn 
from the experiences of other pollinator project managers.

Consultation Workshop on EU Pollinators Initiative, Brussels.
Una FitzPatrick attended this two-day expert consultation 
workshop to share with the EU Pollinator Initiative lessons 
learned from implementation of the All-Ireland Pollinator Plan. 

Measuring your Biodiversity Impact, Business in the 
Community in Ireland workshop, KBC Bank, Dublin: 
Liam Lysaght provided training on the different ways that 
businesses could facilitate greater engagement in biodiversity 
recording and surveying. 
 
Separating environmental changes and their effects on 
community traits in European butterflies (sECURE) project 
meeting, Leipzig: Tomás Murray attended a week-long technical 
data and ecological modelling meeting to explore current best 
practice for analysing and detecting trends in butterfly monitoring 
data across Europe. 
 
National Museum of Ireland – Natural History Division, 160-
year celebrations, Dublin: Ben Malone, Tomás Murray and 
Juanita Browne joined in the 160-year celebration event at the 
Natural History Museum, explaining to visitors the work of the 
National Biodiversity Data Centre. 
 
European Bireme: EU Nodes in biodiversity reporting 
mechanisms workshop, Brussels: Liam Lysaght contributed 
to this project, which explores how GBIF nodes in different 
member states contribute to national reporting processes 
and data flows for EU nature directives and regulations. The 
objective of the project is to see if changes to GBIF tools and 
procedures could be streamlined to improve biodiversity 
reporting across the region. 

Irish bumblebees still in decline

As World Bee Day, May 20th, approaches, the All-
Ireland Bumblebee Monitoring Scheme, coordinated 
by Dr Tomás Murray, has revealed marked losses in our 
native bumblebee species. The bumblebee populations 
recorded in 2017 were the lowest they’ve been since 
monitoring began in 2012. Consequently, the current 
overall trend from 2012-2017 is a year-on-year decline 
of 3.7%, leading a total loss of 14.2% from 2012-2017. 

The Large carder bee (Bombus muscorum) is 
threatened across Europe and, despite Ireland having 
relatively widespread populations of this species, we’ve 
observed a 23% decline in the numbers seen since 2012. 
Dr Murray warns, ‘Given the variability around our 
estimate, we have to be cautious about not crying wolf, 
but it is telling that we are detecting moderate declines 
in widespread species after 
only six years. When we 
drill down into the data 
and isolate the eight species 
where we have enough 
information to accurately 
e s t i m ate  how t hei r 
populations have changed, 
one is increasing, two are 
decreasing and five are too 
variable to assign a trend.

It is only thanks to the generosity of 80 citizen scientist 
volunteers across over 100 sites who take part in the All-
Ireland Bumblebee Monitoring Scheme that we are able 
to detect these declines. Volunteers walk a fixed route 
1-2km walk once a month from March-October and count 
the number and type of each bumblebee they observe 
using a standardised methodology. It’s humbling to see 
how much effort our volunteers have given to support 
conservation. In 2017, we collectively walked 883.2 km 
over 490 hours, and counted 12,969 bumblebees across 
14 species, making this one of the first national citizen 
science schemes in the world that tracks changes in wild 
pollinator populations.

A number of bumblebees across sites means we now 
have excellent information on what makes an area ‘good’ 
or ‘bad’ for bumblebees. If you would 
like to make your garden, public 
spaces or farm the best it can be 
for bees, please learn about the 
All-Ireland Pollinator Plan. 
See www.pollinators.ie

The Large Carder Bee 
(Bombus muscorum) has 
suffered a 23% population 
decline since 2012.  

“Irish Bumblebee 
populations 
recorded in 2017 
are the lowest 
they’ve been since 
monitoring began 
in 2012.
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Dr Tom Doyle, Marine Biologist, 
University College Cork, 
introduces just some of the 
Cnidarians found in Irish waters.

Anyone who has spent time on a beach knows what a jellyfish is. 
They are round, bell shaped, transparent and have tentacles. 
Yet beyond this immediate recognition, and fear of their 

dreaded sting, very few of us know much about jellyfish. 
Taxonomically speaking, the term ‘jellyfish’ refers to ‘true jellyfish’ 

(technical term: Scyphomedusae), which is a group of animals found 
within the phylum Cnidaria. As the name suggests (cnidae is Greek for 
nettle), the defining characteristic of all Cnidarians is that they produce 
‘nematocysts’ or stinging capsules. A nematocyst is a microscopic 
‘stinging capsule’, ~10-20 micrometres in diameter, with a hypodermic 
needle-like tubule coiled up inside it. When triggered, the tubule 
straightens up like a garden hose under pressure and is fired out of the 
capsule where it pierces and then injects venom into its unsuspecting 
prey. The venom quickly paralyzes the prey, but it also helps to digest it. 
Not having jaws or hard parts, jellyfish need nematocysts and associated 
venom to turn their prey into a soup for ease of digestion. 
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The true jellyfish are large bell-shaped animals, 
with a few to many hundreds of tentacles located 
along the margin of the bell. Hanging from the 

centre of the mouth are four oral arms (or lips) that can 
be solid and club shaped (as in the common jellyfish) or 
flimsy and look like veils (as in the lion’s mane). What 
makes these animals different from the other jellyfish-
like animals (e.g. hydromedusae) is that they live for 
many months in the water column, grow very large and 
produce large amounts of a gelatinous material called 
mesoglea, which helps determine their overall body 
shape. During swimming, the mesoglea acts as an elastic 
gel that springs back to its original shape after being 
deformed by swimming muscles. Another characteristic 
of true jellyfish is that many of them form spectacular 
‘blooms’ or aggregations. Such blooms of jellyfish can 
be so abundant that they can cause closures of bathing 
beaches or can sweep through salmon aquaculture farms 
and cause massive fish mortalities.

The life cycle of a true jellyfish
True jellyfish have a two-part life cycle: a free 
swimming ‘medusa’ stage (i.e. the jellyfish with 
which we are familiar) and a sessile ‘polyp’ stage 
found on the sea floor. As most jellyfish have separate 
sexes, adult medusae produce either sperm or eggs.  

Once an egg is fertilised, a ‘planula’ is produced. The 
planula is a tiny free-swimming stage, no more than a 
millimetre in size that settles on a hard substrate on the 
sea floor. It then metamorphoses into a polyp which is a 
stalk-like structure with a crown of tentacles no more 
than a few millimetres in height. At certain times of the 
year the polyp undergoes metamorphosis at one end and 
produces an ‘ephyra’ or a baby jellyfish through a process 
called strobilation. In Irish waters, this process typically 
happens during December to March and each polyp can 
release up to 10 ephyrae. Each ephyra eats plankton 
and gets larger until eventually it is recognisable as a 
jellyfish. Amazingly, after releasing its ephyrae, each 
polyp turns back into a feeding polyp and will undergo 
metamorphosis again the next winter, and the next, 
and the next… In fact, each polyp can live for 10 years or 
more. So from one fertilised egg, you get many hundreds 
of baby jellyfish over the next 10 years. 

A compass jellyfish with juvenile fish close by 
for protection from larger fish © John Collins

Jellyfish life cycle © Jasmine Headlam

Background image: 
Lion’s mane jellyfish  
© Nigel Motyer

Jellyfish nematocyst © Jasmine Headlam
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Some examples of 
Irish true jellyfish:
The moon or common jellyfish is found 
in all Irish coastal waters. It is saucer 
shaped, transparent, and has four pink 
rings in the centre. It has a fringe of over 
100 very fine tentacles.

The barrel jellyfish is the most unusual 
of Irish jellyfish. It has a large domed-
shaped bell that can weigh up to 30kg! 
It has a white colour, with a purple frilly 
edge. It has eight massive oral arms that 
look like the florets of a cauliflower. It 
has no tentacles!

The compass jellyfish is the most 
visually striking of all Irish jellyfish. 
It is saucer shaped and strongly 
patterned with ~16 triangular (or V-) 
shaped markings that are reminiscent 
of a compass rose. Along the margin 
of the bell there are 24 tentacles. It 
has various levels of brown/orange 
pigment.  

If you swim on the west coast of Ireland, 
you will be familiar with the mauve 
stinger. Some years, many millions can 
wash up on a single beach! Unusually, 
it is most abundant during August to 
September. It gets no bigger than a closed 
fist and varies considerably in colour, 
with golden brown juveniles, and adults 
having a pink or mauve colour.

Moon jellyfish © Nigel Motyer

Mauve stinger © Nigel Motyer A large bloom of juvenile mauve stingers 
(golden colour). © Ken O’Sullivan

Measuring a Barrel jellyfish. © Thomas Bastian

Compass jellyfish © Nigel Motyer A barrel jellyfish © Ciarán O’Murchú
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The lion’s mane jellyfish is Ireland’s 
most venomous true jellyfish. It has a very 
distinctive flower-shaped bell with eight 
lobes. Underneath each lobe are clusters 
of hundreds of tentacles that can be 3-4 
metres long. The lion’s mane is typically 
deep red to brown in colour and can 
inflict a very painful sting.

The blue jellyfish is closely related to 
the lion’s mane and as such, has the same 
flower-shaped bell with eight lobes. It 
is much smaller than the lion’s mane 
jellyfish, and has a striking blue colour 
in contrast to the deep red/brown of the 
lion’s mane. However, many blue jellyfish 
can be yellowish to almost completely 
transparent, so colour sometimes is not 
a fully reliable identifier.

Lion’s mane jellyfish © Nigel Motyer

Lion’s mane jellyfish © Nigel Motyer

A blue jellyfish with diver © Amy Dale

Other jellyfish-like animals – the hydrozoans

Hydroids are small plant-like animals 
that live attached to seaweeds, shells 
and rocks. At certain times of the 

year they release tiny medusae or 
‘hydromedusae’. These are essentially 
little jellyfish and most grow no 

bigger than 10mm in diameter. Unlike 
true jellyfish that spend many months 
swimming around in our coastal seas, 
hydromedusae only do so for a few weeks.

However, there are more than 20 
species of hydromedusae commonly 
found in Irish waters. 

Leuckartiara octona is one of the more 
colourful and recognisable little jellyfish.

 It is shaped like a rocket, can grow up 
to 15 mm or more in height and is deep 
flesh-pink to crimson or yellowish brown 
in colour. It is a very active swimmer and 
darts around in our 
coastal waters. 

Craspedacusta 
sowerbii is 
Ireland’s only 
freshwater 
jellyfish! It is 
a non-native 
species from 
China and was 
first discovered in 
Ireland in 2013 in Lough Derg.

While most hydromedusae are small, 
the crystal jellyfish (Aequorea spp.) can 
attain sizes comparable to true jellyfish. 
The jellyfish gets its name because it is 
almost entirely transparent. If you look 
closely, you can see up to 100 faint lines 
radiating out from the centre to the bell 
margin. It is famous for being the source 
of green fluorescent protein (GFP) that 
absorbs blue light and readmits it as 
green. This discovery of GFP won the 
Nobel Prize in 2008 as it transformed 
medical research and how we visualise 
molecular processes.A hydromedusa (Leuckartiara octona) found in 

Irish waters © Nigel Motyer

Freshwater jellyfish 
under a microscope  

© Tom Doyle
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One of the more unusual hydrozoans 
found in Irish waters is the By-the-
wind sailor (Velella velella). Unlike most 
hydroids that are attached to the sea floor, 
the By-the-wind sailor is a hydroid that 
attaches to the surface of the ocean. It 
does so by creating a rigid float and sail, 
from which the hydroid is suspended. 
At certain times this raft produces tiny 
jellyfish (hydromedusae) which complete 
the life cycle. 

Siphonophores are another jellyfish-like 
animal found in our coastal seas. Many 
of them look like long strings of jelly that 
can be tens of metres long! However, they 
are actually colonial animals composed 
of cloned polyps and medusae that are 
strung together in a chain. Four species of 
siphonophore typically occur in Ireland’s 
coastal seas. 

In the past two years we have had 
an influx of the Portuguese man o’ war 
(Physalia physalis). This animal is a 
siphonophore but it has lost its medusae 
clones and has developed a large float so 
that it drifts on the surface of the sea. 

More jellyfish-like animals

One other group of jellyfish-like 
animals found in Irish waters are the 
Ctenophores. These are more commonly 
known as the sea gooseberries and are 
often found washed up on our beaches 
looking like little transparent marbles 
or gooseberries. They do not have any 
stinging capsules as they belong to an 
entirely different phylum to true jellyfish.   

Crystal jellyfish © Nigel MotyerBy-the-wind sailor hydrozoan ‘jellyfish’ 
(Velella velella).  © Tom Doyle

String jellyfish © Nigel Motyer

Sea gooseberry © Nigel Motyer

Background image: Bolinopsis – a Comb jellyfish that eats plankton © Nigel Motyer

Portuguese man o’ war © Vincent Hyland
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How to pursue 
butterflies from 
2018 to 2021

Our 35 species of butterflies are beautiful animals 
in their own right and if you have an interest 
in wildlife and wish to learn more about a 

fascinating and accessible group of insects, then 
butterflies are an excellent group with which to begin. 

Sadly, butterflies are in decline. Since 1990, 30% of our 
grassland populations have been lost from the European 
landscape, with Ireland being identified as being in the 
top five countries for declines in both widespread and 
specialist species, out of 21 countries assessed. 

For the 15 species where we have 
sufficient information, 
our monitoring schemes 

reveal that seven of 
those species are in 
decline compared 
to three increasing, 

two stable and three 
that are too variable to 
assess. Fundamentally, 
we need everyone’s 
help in gathering 
accurate information 
on the current state 
of our butterf lies in 

order to develop the best 
strategies to conserve and 

restore their populations.

Our monitoring schemes are excellent at identifying 
immediate changes in butterfly populations, but they 
can’t effectively tell us where different species are 
now found across the island of Ireland and how this  
has changed. 

Given the growing enthusiasm for butterfly recording 
and conservation, and the need to update previous 
conservation assessments, such as the 2010 Red List 
of Irish Butterflies, last year, the Data Centre launched 
the Butterf ly Atlas 2021 project – in partnership 
with Butterfly Conservation Ireland and Butterfly 
Conservation Northern Ireland – to begin gathering 
this critical information. So, how does this Butterfly 
Atlas work?

Butterfly Atlas 2021
When we see maps of animals or plants, in print as an 
atlas or ‘dynamic’ distribution maps on websites like 
our own, we intuitively know that those maps could 
be replicated by us running out to the same areas at 
the right time of year to see those species. This is very 
much how most previous atlases have been developed: 
a network of recorders coordinating with each other to 
break up the atlas area into smaller areas for targeted 
recording. In Ireland, the typical unit of area used for 
atlases is the 10km square, based on our Ordnance 
Survey maps, hence the term ‘square bashing’ when 
recording for an atlas - by hitting as many 10km squares 
as possible over the course of the atlas.

If this sounds like fun, it’s because it really is!  
I personally can’t think of a better way of spending 
time chasing butterflies across new areas where I’ve 
never recorded before or revisiting ‘good’ sites that have  
rarer species. 

Then reality hits: very few of our recorders have the 
time to do this regularly (if at all) and it can be expensive 
to travel to areas far away from our homes, particularly 
if it involves an overnight. The combination of these two 
factors results in certain areas rarely getting visited and 
going under-recorded and known areas rich in butterflies 
being visited quite a lot and their records being over-
represented in the final atlas. 

Dr Tomás Murray, Ecologist at 
the National Biodiversity Data 
Centre, explains how you can help 
monitor butterflies for the current 
Butterfly Atlas

Ireland is in the top five countries 
for declines in both widespread and 
specialist species, out of 21 countries 
assessed.”

The recording priority 
map for 2018-2021 – red 
shows highest priority; 
orange intermediate; 
yellow low; and green: 
areas covered 
in 2017.



15

So how will we ensure we get the fairest picture of butterfly 
communities across Ireland? 

Step 1: Try to even out our recording effort as much 
as possible. Ideally, for example, we’d aim for the same 
number of records and recording days in each 10km 
square across Ireland. Again, reality hits, in that we 
simply don’t have enough recorders in Ireland to achieve 
this within a reasonable timeframe. Thankfully, the last 
Bird Atlas 2007-11 had an elegant solution: don’t try to 
record every 10km square evenly, just every other one, 
i.e. a ‘checkerboard’ approach to recording for an atlas.  

This approach also dovetails with step 2 in producing 
the fairest picture of species’ distribution (and in 
accordance with international best practice). 

Step 2: include systematic recording. When someone 
goes to a 10km square and records 20 species, was it 
because they spent 1 hour, 1 day or 1 week recording 
there, walking 1km, 10km, or 100km in that 10km square? 
Clearly, the interpretation of 20 species becomes quite 
different depending on the recorder effort that was 
involved. This is where the checkerboard approach comes 
into play again: not only will every other square be evenly 
recorded, but it will be systematically recorded too. This 
means that a recorder goes to the square, conducts a timed 
walk over a minimum of 1km (a ‘transect’), systematically 
recording butterflies along this transect five times in one 
year. In essence, this is the approach of the Butterfly Atlas 
2021: you can still ‘square bash’ and record butterflies 
any way and anywhere you like, but in every other 10km 
square, aim to systematically record butterflies too.  

2017 Results
So how did it go last year? In a word: great. Under the 
guidance of the Butterfly Atlas 2021 Committee, including 
Butterfly Conservation Ireland and Butterfly Conservation 
Northern Ireland, approaches to fieldwork, data sharing 
and data validation were developed and finalised in early 
spring and communicated to all butterfly recorders in time 
for the first field season. The response from recorders 
from across the island of Ireland was humbling: in 2017, 
over 40,000 records, representing 129,637 butterflies, 
and 36 species, were recorded by 1,300 recorders!  This 
represents an increase of 255% in butterfly recording and 
far exceeds our expectations from previous butterfly atlas 
projects, which had ca. 12,000 records per year.  

A sincere thank you to everyone 
who recorded butterflies last year; 
you’ve firmly established the project 
with a fantastic start and illustrated 
how having a common goal like an atlas 
can enthuse everyone to get out and record 
butterflies. 

We’d love to aim for similar successful recording rates 
in 2018, but what can recorders do differently this year 
to continue to make the greatest gains for the atlas?  

1	No matter how common or rare, please keep 
recording butterflies!  All records are valuable and 
as the atlas started effectively with a blank map in 
2017, there are still many blanks on the map, even 
for the commonest of species.

2	Try to go somewhere new! Even if it’s just down the 
road, adding records from a new location will help 
spread the recording effort around more evenly. 
Based on the records from last year, we’ve produced 
county plans for 2018 that identify areas where we’d 
like you to go most: http://www.biodiversityireland.
ie/record-biodiversity/surveys/butterflyatlas/get-
involved/

3	Try our five-visit monitoring scheme!  As 
mentioned above, systematically recording 
butterflies in every other 10 km square 
will really help us accurately measure 
changes in butterfly communities 
and make the atlas repeatable in 
future years. Again, the areas where 
these walks would help most are 
identified in the county plans. 
If you’re already 
involved with one 
of the Butterfly 
Monitoring Schemes, 
please keep going, as your 
efforts are the backbone 
of the atlas project!

“The response from recorders 
from across the island of Ireland 
was humbling in 2017…

Silver-washed 
Fritillary at 

Curraghchase, 
Limerick, 11 July 

2017. © Amy 
O’Dwyer

Green-veined 
white, at 

Curracloe, 
Wexford, on 13 
August 2017. © 

Jonathan Derham

Butterfly Walk with BirdWatch Ireland Carlow Branch, 
at Kilbrannish, Co. Carlow, July 2017. 
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Monitoring Workshops 

Workshops for our Monitoring Schemes will be advertised 
through the respective websites: 

Irish Butterfly Monitoring Scheme	
biodiversityireland.ie/record-biodiversity/surveys/
butterfly-monitoring-scheme/
   
National Invasive Species Database
biodiversityireland.ie/projects/invasive-species/

All-Ireland Pollinator Plan
pollinators.ie

LEARN TO 
IDENTIFY  
& RECORD  
IRELAND’S BIODIVERSITY
The National Biodiversity Data Centre’s 

Workshop Programme aims to improve field 

identification skills, and raise standards of 

data collection and management.

These are the workshops  

planned for summer 2018:

•	 Identifying Ireland’s pollinators

•	 An introduction to botanical keys

•	 Yellow Asteracea and others

•	 Identifying Ireland’s shieldbugs and ladybirds

•	 Identifying orchids and other dune plants

•	 How to create a wildlife haven in your garden

•	 Identification and management of high 
impact invasive species

•	 Identifying common vascular plants, 
lichens and mosses of raised bogs and 
understanding their ecology

•	 Live strandings and the identification of 
Ireland’s cetaceans

•	 Identification of freshwater aquatic 
macrophytes

Places are limited so advance online booking and 
payment is essential. Register for all events at  
www.biodiversityireland.ie/events/

We acknowledge the ongoing support and sponsorship from our partners 
who make it possible to continue this important programme.

For further information on events, please contact  
Tel. 051 306 240 or  
email: info@biodiversityireland.ie  
The National Biodiversity Data Centre, 
Beechfield House, WIT West Campus,  
Carriganore, Waterford
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The mapping system Biodiversity Maps 
provides access to data on Ireland’s 
biodiversity. It is a shared service that brings 
together data from both the public and 
private sectors to help build the knowledge 
base on what species occur where, in 
Ireland. It also showcases who are the main 
holders of biodiversity data and the national 
experts on different taxonomic groups.
Currently, the systems maps 4.16 million 
records of 16,088 species from 144 
datasets. 

The most recent datasets added to, or 
updated, on Biodiversity Maps are:

New datasets 
Rare Birds of Ireland - Irish Rare Birds 
Committee (10,343)

Updated datasets
Bryophytes of Ireland – British Bryological 
Society (5,838 records)
Marine Species in Irish Coastal Waters - 
Seasearch (2,774 records)
Spiders of Ireland – Myles Nolan (195 records)
Moth Records of Ireland – records submitted 
to Data Centre (1,722 records)
Caddisflies (Trichoptera) of Ireland – Dr. 
James O’Connor (547 records)
Irish Vascular Plants data – Robert Northridge 
(3,117 records)
Ladybirds of Ireland -records submitted to 
Data Centre (723 records)
Dragonflies of Ireland – records submitted to 
Data Centre (723 records)
Birds of Ireland – records submitted to Data 
Centre (8,582 records)
Mammals of Ireland 2016-2025 -records 
submitted to Data Centre (1,396 records)
Amphibians and Reptiles of Ireland – records 
submitted to Data Centre (327 records)

To view the datasets and records, 
visit Biodiversity Maps at http://maps.
biodiversityireland.ie/. 

The submission of records to Ireland’s 
Citizen Science Portal continues to be very 
active, with 30,000 records submitted over 
the first four months of the year. This is a 
remarkable rate of recording, particularly 
given the late spring and poor weather 
conditions so far this year. 

To submit records, please visit Ireland’s 
Citizen Science Portal at http://www.
biodiversityireland.ie/

Bees
2017 was a very good year, with 3,100 new 
bee records added to the national database. 
This is up significantly from 2016. We 
received lots of excellent sightings in 2017 
but three highlights were:
•	 The first confirmed Irish sighting of 

Bombus hypnorum (Tree Bumblebee) 
by Michael O’Donnell in Dublin in 
September. Unlike our other bumblebees, 
this one nests above ground. In Britain, it 
has been taking up residence in garden 
bird boxes. 

•	 A new population of Anthidium 
manicataum (Wool carder bee) in Co. 
Kilkenny by John Fogarty in June (A. 
manicatum arrived in Ireland in 2015).

•	 New populations of the very rare Bombus 
distinguendus (Great yellow bumblebee) 
by Dara Stanley in July from the Mullet 
Peninsula.

Every single one of the casual pollinator 
records submitted are important and 
valuable. It is vital we continue to track 
and record our bees and hoverflies as we 
move forward with the implementation of 
the All-Ireland Pollinator Plan. That Plan 
will only be a success if we see increases 
in the distribution and abundance of our 
wild bees and other insects. We are very 
conscious that without the help of our 
volunteers in collecting and submitting 
data, we would be unable to track this.  

Some of our solitary bee species nest in 
small groups or aggregations. 2017 saw 
the launch of a small scheme that aims 
to monitor a selection of those nest sites. 
Where volunteers know of a nesting area, 
it asks them to count the number of active 
nest holes once a year. Huge thanks to all 
those who took part in the 2017 pilot.  We 
received data on 14 Andrena cineraria nests, 
six Halictus rubicundus nests and individual 
data from another six solitary bee species. 
The record goes to Joanna Hodghton who 
recorded almost 2,000 Andrena cineraria 
nests from one site in County Wexford! It 
would be great to build on this positive start 
and we hope that more of you will consider 
participating in the scheme in 2018. See: 
hhttp://pollinators.ie/record-pollinators/
solitary-bee-monitoring-scheme/ 

The weather in early 2018 has meant that 
bees have had a rocky start, but hopefully 
things will pick up as spring starts for real. 
Everything you spot is useful, but especially 
please keep an eye out for the Tawny 
mining bee (Andrena fulva) in April-May. 
That’s the lovely spring-flying solitary bee 
that reappeared from extinction in 2012. 
It is also very important to let us know if 
you spot the Tree Bumblebee so that we 
can track its colonisation across the island 
in the coming years. Sorry Blue Tits, but I 
can’t wait until it takes up residence in my 
bird box in Waterford! 

Dr Úna FitzPatrick
National Biodiversity Data Centre

The Tree Bumblebee (Bombus 
hypnorum). © Michael O’Donnell
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Butterflies
In my feature article on page 14, I’ve already 
covered the great support we received last 
year from everyone who contributed to the 
Butterfly Atlas 2021. The headline figures 
of over 40,000 records received from 
700 recorders are  humbl ing , 

and could only have been 
achieved with   

 
 

the cooperation of our partners on the 
steering committee, such as Butterfly 
Conser vation Ireland, Butter f ly 
Conservation Northern Ireland, and the 
Wexford Naturalists’ Field Club. Overall, 
we’ve had a fantastic first year for the Atlas, 
but there are still many areas where we need 
your help. Firstly, for any butterflies you 
see, no matter how common the species 
may be, please do submit the record. The 
Atlas will establish what the new ‘normal’ 
is for butterflies in Ireland and in 2017 we 
effectively started with a blank map. Even 
with the success of last year, it was still just 
the first year of the project, so the majority 
of the map is still blank and waiting to be 
filled with common and rarer species alike. 
If you would like to take it a step further, and 
are willing to travel somewhere new and 
help us record butterflies, please take a look 
at our 2018 Butterfly Atlas County Plans 
(https://goo.gl/YD3z8p) to see where we 
most need your help. Although this is the 
spring/summer issue of Biodiversity Ireland, 
at the time of writing spring has not sprung 
for butterflies, with the prolonged winter 
weather delaying the start of the butterfly 
flight season by at least three weeks, e.g. 
by the start of the Butterfly Monitoring 

Scheme in April last year we’d already 
received 430 records; this year, it’s less 
than 90, with Holly Blue, Green Hairstreaks 
or Orange-tips yet to make an appearance. 
What does seem to have been unaffected 
by the snow are the larval webs of Marsh 
Fritillary, with Frank Smyth in Bull Island, 
Co. Dublin; Damaris Lysaght in Barleycove, 

Co. Cork; and Máire Léime in Gallarus, 
Co. Kerry, all finding 20-150 groups 

of caterpillars warming up in the cool 
spring sun within a week after the snow 

had thawed. This is 
a species that 
we are now 
successfully 
monitoring at 

49 sites across 
th e  i s la n d  of 

Ireland as part of the 
Marsh Fritillary Monitoring 

Scheme. Instead of counting 
the adults, a more reliable method 
for this endangered species is to 

systematically count the number 
of larval webs (the caterpillars feed 

collectively under a web they spin to 
protect themselves) in a specified area, 
when feeding on their host plant, Devil’s-Bit 
Scabious, in the autumn. With only three 
years of data so far, it’s too early to make 
any firm statements about how it is faring, 
but we can say that web densities were 
double that of 2016, but largely only on 
sites in the midlands and east.  

2017 was also a landmark year for the 
Irish Butterfly Monitoring Scheme, with 
10 years of fieldwork now under our 
belts: 29,254km walked over 15,819 
hrs, and 458,648 butterflies counted 
across 33 species. This is an enormous 
achievement for a citizen science scheme 
and an invaluable contribution to our 
knowledge of Irish butterfly biology. We 
cannot thank everyone in the 
monitoring scheme enough. 
Last year was far from being 
one of the better years for 
butterflies, with counts down 
22% below average. We did 
have a very strong start with 
late March and early April 
being some of the best on 
record and really benefitting 
earlier emerging species 
like Holly Blue, Orange-tip 
and Peacock. However, as 
evidenced by the current 

fodder crisis, June, July and August all 
saw below-average temperatures and 
above-average rainfall. This meant many 
species that would normally have their 
first generation at this time of year, or 
later emerging species really suffered, 
with Common Blue, Meadow Brown, Small 
Heath and Small Copper counts down 50-
70% - making it the worst year out of the 
last 10 for these species. A more detailed 
report on the 10-year trends and what may 
be driving them, overall and per species, 
will be released this summer. Again, it 
is as a direct result of the Irish Butterfly 
Monitoring Scheme recorders’ generosity 
and willingness to support butterfly 
recording that we are now in a position 
to measure these changes with authority 
and provide an evidence base for butterfly 
conservation management in Ireland.

 
Dr Tomás Murray
National Biodiversity Data Centre
http://www.biodiversityireland.ie/record-
biodiversity/surveys/butterflyatlas/

http://www.biodiversityireland.ie/record-
biodiversity/surveys/butterfly-monitoring-
scheme/

European Eel
At this time of year you might have noticed 
some baby eels, called elvers, working their 
way upstream. You can often find them 
downstream of barriers from April to July 
while they navigate their way past our 
manmade obstructions and some natural 
ones, too, in order to enter our freshwater 
systems. Glass eels arrive in our coastal 
waters around December. Using the tides, 
they work their way up our transitional 
waters, pigmenting as they go. 

Common Blue. © Liam Lysaght
In 2017, Common Blue, Meadow Brown, Small 
Heath and Small Copper counts were down 50-
70% - making it the worst year out of the last 10 for 
these species.

Elvers climbing a sluice gate in Ballysdare.
Both eels © Ciara O’Leary
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Once water temperatures reach about 
12°C, a proportion of these eels decide 
to leave the estuaries and move into 
freshwater, and the run is on! Around the 
high water mark, we have set up some elver 
traps to intercept this band of migrating 
elvers as they move upstream, hugging 
the river bank to avoid fast-flowing rivers. 
The elvers are counted and weighed before 
being released upstream to continue on 
their way. While the majority of the catch 
of these traps will be elvers, having arrived 
from the Sargasso Sea this year, there is a 
proportion of older eels who have stayed 
in the estuaries for a number of years and 
only just decided to try out new pastures 
upstream. Eels have a lot of decisions to 
make: stay by the sea or move upstream, 
availing of a nice lake view, or riverside 
burrow to while away the years while they 
build up the energy reserves required to 
make the arduous journey back to the 
Sargasso Sea near Bermuda.  

If you haven’t noticed the elver migration 
in your local rivers, it could be because the 
eel is listed as critically endangered. The 
recruitment of glass eels and elvers back 
to our waters has declined dramatically 
since the 1980s and currently stands at 
only 8.7% of pre 1980s levels. Maybe 
you remember seeing them as a child. 
Reports say that the elver migration was 
like a moving black band winding its way 
upstream and it could be seen extending 
between two bridges. Unfortunately, it’s 
not like that nowadays, but if you do see 
elvers this year, take a photo and tell people 
about it. This elver has crossed the Atlantic 
and lived to tell the tale, that’s no mean 
feat when you’re small and lots of things 
want to eat you!  

The European eel is just one species that 
can inhabit the cold waters of Norway 
and Sweden or the warm balmy waters 
of the Mediterranean and everything in 
between. Because of its distribution, 
the European Commission issued an Eel 
Regulation in 2007 requiring all Member 
States to create a management plan to help 
with the recovery of Eel. In June 2018, all 
countries will submit a review on the state 
of eel stocks and what measures were 
implemented. It will be an opportunity to 
see if enough is being done to help bring 
this amazing species back from the brink.

Ciara O’Leary
Eel Monitoring Programme
Inland Fisheries Ireland

Terrestrial 
Mammals
A new assessment of the pine marten 
population in Ireland has been published. 
As expected, it shows that pine marten 
numbers continue to recover. However, 
the new population estimate of just 
over 3,000 animals, is not significantly 
larger than the previous one from 2012, 
suggesting that the expansion in range 
is happening faster than the increase in 
population size. This apparent anomaly 
can be partly explained by the tendency 
for newly colonised areas to host lower 
densities of animals. The survey methods 
used - baited hair tubes - will also have 
favoured the collection of information 
on territorial animals, and hence can be 
expected to have underestimated the 
number of transitory adults. Nonetheless, 
this research involved the largest scale 
investigation to date of pine marten density 
and abundance in Ireland. A national 
population estimate of 3,043 individuals 
confirms that pine marten are among the 
rarest of Irish mammals and require careful 
conservation management to ensure that 
the international obligations for protection 
are met. The full report can be downloaded 
here: https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/
files/publications/pdf/IWM97.pdf  

Meanwhile, planning and preparations 
are well underway for the International 
Squirrel Colloquium which will take place 
in NUI Galway from 4-8th June, 2018. The 
International Colloquium on Squirrels is a 
global event that is held every three years. 
It brings together squirrel researchers 

from around the world to discuss all 
aspects of squirrel biology, including 
ecology, evolution, morphology, genetics 
and conservation. This is a prestigious 
conference for Dr Colin Lawton and his 
team to bring to Ireland; the previous 
meetings have been held in the USA 
(1994 and 2000), England (2003), India 
(2006), Canada (2009), Japan (2012) 
and Finland (2015). As the colloquium has 
become established, it has increased in 
size and scope. Originally focussing on tree 
squirrels, the colloquium was expanded 
to include flying squirrels at the 4th 
meeting in Kerala, India, in 2006. In 2018, 
ground squirrel research will be included 
for the first time, thereby broadening the 
colloquium to include research on the 
whole Sciuridae family. It is bound to be a 
thoroughly enjoyable event as well as being 
jam-packed with up-to-date information 
on the latest research and technological 
developments in the field of small 
mammal research. Further information 
on registration, etc. can be found here: 
http://www.conference.ie/Conferences/
index.asp?Conference=533

Later in the year, we will also have our 
own triennial mammal meeting – the All-
Ireland Mammal Symposium (AIMS). This 
will be our fourth AIMS, with Trinity College 
Dublin taking on the hosting honours this 
time. Dates are yet to be confirmed, but it 
is likely to be in October. Keep an eye on 
social media for updates.

Finally, for your information, NPWS Head 
Quarters has moved from Ely Place, where 
it has resided for close on 20 years, to 
Smithfield. Our new address there is: 90 
North King Street, Dublin 7, D07 N7CV.  
Emails and phone numbers remain the 
same.

Ferdia Marnell
Scientific Unit, National Parks  
and Wildlife Service

Older yellow eels and smaller elvers in catch.
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Bats
The weather is getting milder and 
the bats are more active each night, 
stretching their wings after a long winter. 
As a consequence, my dusk walks are 
increasingly entertaining as I watch 
pipistrelles ecstatically forage along the 
hedgerows and laneways. But it is the river 
that I am heading for, to see if the water bat 
is out feasting on mayfly and other aquatic 
flies. Daubenton’s bats are common across 
the array of waterbodies on this island, as 
revealed by the All Ireland Daubenton’s Bat 
Waterways Survey, a monitoring survey 
that has been in operation in Ireland since 
2006, funded by NPWS and NIEA. 

This scheme follows a survey 
methodology devised by the Bat 
Conservation Trust (BCT) in the UK. 
Volunteers survey their local stretch of 
river or canal using a torch light and a 
heterodyne detector to count the number 
‘bat passes’ of this species for four minutes 
at each of 10 fixed points along a 1km 
transect. The onset of this scheme was 
a very significant development in bat 
monitoring in Ireland since it represented 
the first large-scale recruitment of 
members of the Irish public to bat-related  
conservation work. Indeed, since 2006, 
599 1km transects have been surveyed 
across the island by 751 volunteer 
teams. A total of 84 waterway sites 
along canals, four waterway sites along 
channels and 511 waterway sites along 
rivers have been mapped and surveyed. 
Overall, 4,729 surveys were returned to 
BCIreland for the 2006-2017 monitoring 
period, and this amounts to 3,152 hours 
and 40 minutes of observation time. 
This is a phenomenal commitment by 
volunteers, and demonstrates the power 

of citizen scientists. During the 12 years 
of monitoring, Daubenton’s bats were 
recorded on 85.5% of the waterway 
sites surveyed. As a consequence of this 
excellent dataset, Bat Conservation Ireland 
is able to produce population trends for 
this species. The current model shows 
an upward trend in the population of the 
Daubenton’s bat since 2015, which is good 
news.

So if you would like to catch a glimpse 
of the water bat, head down to your 
local waterbody and, using a heterodyne 
detector tuned to 35-45 kHz, you will hear 
the typical rapid clicking echolocation calls 
of a Myotis bat species, and see the bat 
skimming the water surface, usually 30cm 
above the surface. Daubenton’s bats will fly 
low over the water in a figure of 8 pattern, 
or up and down along a beaten path, 
gaffing insects off the surface of the water.

Nine species of bat are known to be 
resident in Ireland and they form almost 
one third of Ireland’s land mammal fauna. 
Bats are a species-rich group, widely 
distributed throughout the range of Irish 
landscape. Due to their reliance on insect 
populations, specialist feeding behaviour 
and habitat requirements, they are 
considered to be valuable environmental 
indicators of the wider countryside.

If you have a bat detector, listening in 
on the acoustic world of bats is a great 
experience. And if you are interested in 
learning more about bats, Bat Conservation 
Ireland’s monitoring programmes are 
always looking for volunteers. There 
will also be an array of bat walks for 
Biodiversity Week, which make a great 
family night out.

Tina Aughney
www.batconservationireland.org

Whales, Dolphins  
and Basking sharks

During the reporting period October 
to March 2018, IWDG received 

and validated 406 sighting records, 
comprising 10 species, including basking 
shark. The volume of cetacean sighting 
records reported was down by 20% on 
the same period in 2016/17, which likely 
reflects hurricane Ophelia in October and a 
succession of Atlantic storms that followed 
in her wake. The most frequently observed 
and reported species were: harbour 
porpoise (174 sightings/43%), common 
dolphin (70), minke whale (40), bottlenose 
dolphin (33), fin whale (22), humpback 
whale (11), Risso’s dolphin (7), pilot whale 
(1), killer whale (1). IWDG validated four 
basking shark sighting records, three of 
which were at the tail-end of the 2017 
‘shark season’ in October, and the first of 
this current season, with a single animal off 
Slea Head, Co. Kerry, on March 19th, 2018.  

Spring is always an exciting time of year 
for whale watchers. With the arrival of the 
vernal equinox, in late March, the plankton 
bursts into life in response to the increasing 
hours of sunshine that provide the energy 
for photosynthesis to occur. First, the sea 
goes green with phytoplankton, the zoo-
plankton then flourishes, devouring all this 
micro plant food, and tiny, newly hatched 
larval fish and crustacea then flourish in 
this soup of micro life. Soon the barren-
looking water is once again full of activity.

Highlights were the pair of bull killer 
whales from the Scottish West Coast 
Community Group that passed through 
Dingle Bay, Co. Kerry, on March 5th. 
Footage from this encounter, documented 
by IWDG’s Nick Massett, aired on all main 
RTE News on March 7th, introducing this 
apex predator in Irish waters to a national 
audience. Somewhat lower down the food 
chain, on March 20th, a pair of harbour 
porpoises were photographed in the Inner 
Shannon Estuary. This observation is the 
first ever validated sighting of porpoises 
in the Shannon estuary, which is of course 
home to the local resident population 
of bottlenose dolphins, a species that 
routinely attacks and kills the much 
smaller porpoise. Let’s hope it ended 
well for them! March 25th also saw the 
return of humpback whales to our inshore 
waters, with 2-3 animals photographed 

Daubenton’s bat hunting. © Paul van Hoof
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off Crow Head, Beara Peninsula, Co. Cork, 
on March 25th. Also in the area at the 
same time were several minke whales. 
This is our earliest documented sighting 
of humpbacks to date, and continues a 
trend of this iconic species arriving earlier 
each year.

2017 saw an unusually high number of 
cetacean strandings in Ireland, with 264 
recorded, up from previous years when 
c.130 was the norm. By the end of February 
2018, it was all too apparent that there was 
also a sizeable increase already this year. 
In last year’s ‘record’ year, 67 strandings 
were recorded in the first two months of 
the year. In 2018, that figure rose by 30%, 
up to 86. The increase is due to the deaths 
of common dolphins, up by a massive 
63% compared to last year’s record high 
numbers - rising from 35 in Jan/Feb 2017 
to 57 in Jan/Feb 2018. To put this in some 
perspective, 10 years ago, it would have 
been normal to have c.25 strandings by 
the end of February, of which 3 would have 
been common dolphins. It is likely that 
reported strandings only reflect a small 
percentage of actual dead animals at sea 
so it has become extremely important to 
establish the cause(s) of this increase.

Pádraig Whooley & Mick O’ Connell
Irish Whale and Dolphin Group

Birds 
What a strange winter that has just 
passed, or has it? Certainly, a wet/cold/
snowy end to an otherwise mild autumn/
early-winter season. How have the birds 
coped, especially when the really ‘cold’ 
stuff came, when a lot of resident species 
would be thinking about making a start on 
the nesting-front?

Analyses of the long-running national 
surveys will be interesting, but as Garden 
Bird Survey (GBS) and Irish Wetland Bird 
Survey results are still coming in, I cannot 
report on real trends yet and this account 
has to be somewhat anecdotal. The ‘Beast 
from the East’ came in the last reporting 
week of the GBS, and BirdWatch Ireland 
was swamped with calls, emails and social 
media reports of exceptional numbers, and 
unusual species, turning up in gardens 
looking for food. Most correspondents 
were thrilled to get good close-up views of 
typical farmland winter thrushes, Redwings 
and Fieldfares. However, what amazed 
us ‘experts’ was the number of folk with 
Common Snipe looking for scraps in their 
gardens and both Lapwing and Woodcock 
were also reported. It was a good winter 
for two less widespread species: Brambling 
(a Scandinavian relative of the Chaffinch) 
and Hawfinch. The latter is a very chunky 
finch with a massive bill, and normally we 
get irregular reports from only a single 
Irish locality: Curraghachase Forest in 
Co. Limerick. This winter, Curraghachase 
recorded a peak count of 25 Hawfinches 
and they were also seen more widely 
across the country, with reports on Cape 
Clear and even Delgany, Co. Wicklow.

Amongst our internationally important 
populations of wintering waterbirds, our 
Pale-bellied Brent Geese had a very poor 
2017 breeding season in High-Arctic 
Canada, with a tiny proportion of young-of-
the-year in winter flocks; on the other hand, 

our Icelandic-breeding Whooper Swans 
had a reasonably 

good summer, 
with 18 . 5% 

young overall 
(2 2 % i n 

Northern 
Ireland 

and 16% 
in the Republic). 

What are known as the white-
winged gulls, more precisely 
Iceland Gulls and the larger 

Glaucous Gulls, were recorded in good 
numbers: predictably with larger groups 
on the west coast, but unusually, single 
Iceland Gulls were recorded inland at both 
Enniskillen (Fermanagh) and Enniscorthy 
(Wexford).

For many birders, one of the more unusual 
highlights was the long-staying ‘flock’ of 
very tame Glossy Ibis at the East Coast 
Nature Reserve, Newcastle, Co. Wicklow. 
Three birds were first reported on January 
23rd and they stayed up to the ‘Beast’ (end 
February); post-storm, two were seen, and 
a single bird was still there in the last week 
of March. Many people who came for a 
look at the ibises also enjoyed a male Great 
Spotted Woodpecker excavating a cavity 
(potential nest) in a roadside telegraph 
pole just across the road!

In the last few days of March (27th 
and 28th), attention has now switched 
to picking up the first spring migrants: 
in scrub and woodland, Chiffchaffs and 
Willow Warblers have been picked up, a 
Swallow seen in Leitrim and a Wheatear in 
Co. Cork. My first migrant was a Wheatear 
on Wicklow Head yesterday (April 5th), 
so spring is definitely on the way… if only 
it would stop raining!

In recent ‘Biodiversity Tales’, I have 
mentioned the recording work of the Irish 
Rare Breeding Bird Panel. We now have a 
new website and I urge readers to have a 
look and report observations of any rare 
breeding species using the ‘toolkit’ 
http://irbbp.org/

Dr Steve Newton
BirdWatch Ireland

Hawfinch, Cape 
Clear Island, 

County Cork, 
October 15th, 2017. 
© Victor Caschera

Glossy Ibis. © David Dillon

Killer whale pair, Dingle Bay, Co. Kerry, 
March 25th, 2018. © Nick Massett, IWDG
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Vascular plants
Winter can be a quiet time for botany, 
but definitely not barren. During a walk in 
the snow in early March, John Conaghan, 
BSBI vice-county recorder (VCR) for West 
Galway, happened upon a number of old 
dead spikes belonging to a population of 
Orobanche hederae (Ivy Broomrape) near 
his home on the outskirts of Craughwell 
village, Co. Galway. This is a very local 
species in Ireland which parasitizes ivy and 
is very rare in east Co. Galway. The deep 
snow cover made the old flowering spikes 
of the species much easier to spot, which 
demonstrates that botanical recording can 
throw up surprises throughout the year.

Edwina Cole and Finbarr Wallace (VCRs 
for East Cork), send the following report: 

The rare Crambe maritima (Sea Kale) was 
recorded at our BSBI Knockadoon event; 
Lactuca virosa (Great Lettuce) was recorded 
by Megan Morris in Castlelyons (all of the 
Irish records for this plant are pre-1930s); 
and Erigeron annuus (a fleabane) was 
recorded by Kevin Barry on Fota Island 
(first record for Cork; only ever recorded 
previously in Offaly). In 2018, Kevin has 
also had a number of good finds already: 
Scilla bithynica (a squill, first record for 
Cork), Trachystemon orientalis (common 
name ‘Abraham-Isaac-Jacob’, first record 
for Cork) and Symphytum bulbosum 
(Bulbous Comfrey, first record for Ireland) 
in Glounthaune in February 2018.

Ciarán Bruton in Galway remarks on a 
solitary Taxus baccata (Yew) on a field 
boundary in Kiltartan; unusual to see it 
in such a setting, and it’s even visible on 
Google Street view! And he reports several 
records of Senecio inaequidans (Narrow-
leaved Ragwort or South African Ragwort) 
now from around Galway. The spread of 
this plant is ongoing worldwide; but why 
now? Intriguing!

Paula O’Meara has had a few great 
finds. In her own words: ‘While out in 
late November, I didn’t find the plant I 
was searching for, but found Ranunculus 
parviflorus (Small-flowered Buttercup), 
Euphorbia exigua (Dwarf Spurge) and 
Kickxia elatine (Sharp-leaved Fluellen), 
along the central track of a lane at 
Saltmills (S70281407). Would have been 
happy to find one! Last tetrad record for 
Euphorbia exigua was 1887-1888. My 
favourite find for this year - early Monday 
morning January 29th, I spotted loads of 

Selaginella kraussiana (Krauss’s Clubmoss) 
in the graveyard at Ballincash Upper 
(T07574246) -  would have been hard to 
find anything better that day and so I could 
have gone home straight away after that!’

Robert and Hannah Northridge were 
exploring and botanising on Thor Mountain 
in Co. Leitrim in late March 2018 and 
came across some of the biggest stands 
of Huperzia selago (Fir Clubmoss) they 
had ever seen. One patch had nearly 100 
clumps. 

In the last days of December, the New 
Year Plant Hunt produced many good 
records, too many to mention. Here are two 
from Graham Day in Co. Down - flowering 
Meconopsis cambrica  (Welsh Poppy), and 
surprisingly as there are very few recent 
records in H38, Thlaspi arvense (Field 
Penny-cress) near Newtownards.

As usual, this is far from a comprehensive 
round-up, rather it gives a flavour of the 
interesting plants that people encountered. 
Thanks to all for sharing their finds, and get 

in touch any time if you have questions, 
want to know more, or if you have finds 
to report! 

Maria Long 
Irish Officer at Botanical Society  
of Britain and Ireland
maria.long@bsbi.org

Bryophytes
The Irish Bryophyte group has had a 

successful start to the 2018 recording 
season for the ‘Bryophyte Flora of County 
Wicklow’ project. In February, the group 
was joined for a weekend of field recording 
by expert bryologist Nick Hodgetts from 
the UK. Nick is the past president of the 
British Bryological Society and co-author of 
‘Rare and threatened bryophytes of Ireland’. 
On our first day we visited Glendalough 
National Park, where the group saw a wide 
variety of oceanic bryophytes, including 
many rare species. But the highlight was 
Nick finding Hylocomiastrum umbratum by 
the upper lake, new to the east of Ireland. 
This species is much more common in the 
wetter west of Ireland, so it was really nice 
to find it in the east. 

In March, the group were very lucky to 
be able to visit Altidore Glen, Co. Wicklow, 
where Professor Daniel Kelly had kindly 
organised access to the privately owned 
site. A group of keen bryologists braved 
the rain to explore this wonderful wooded 
rocky glen. There was a historic record for 
Jubula hutchinsiae from the site, an oceanic 
liverwort that has only one known current 
location in Co. Wicklow. However, this 
record was from 1893 and there were no 
recent records of any bryophyte from the 
site. Jubula hutchinsiae was quickly found 
by Neil Lockhart on a boulder at the edge 
of the river and was subsequently found to 

Krauss’s Clubmoss, Selaginella kraussiana 
© Paula O’Meara

Small-flowered Buttercup, Ranunculus 
parviflorus © Paula O’Meara

Dwarf Spurge, Euphorbia exigua  
© Paula O’Meara
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be plentiful in the lower (more shaded) part 
of the glen. Rory Hodd found a potential 
specimen of Dumortiera hirsuta (another 
oceanic liverwort) which had been 
recorded from the site in 1872 and 1902. 
However, the high water levels in the river 
prevented access, so we will need to return 
to confirm the record. The site was found to 
support an interesting diversity of oceanic, 
woodland and aquatic bryophyte species.

In other news, there is now an excellent 
map viewer for access to online information 
on protected Irish bryophytes species. 
The Flora (Protection) Order, 2015 (FPO) 
gives legal protection to 65 species of 
bryophytes in the Republic of Ireland (25 
liverworts and 40 mosses). Information 
packs are now available for each of the 
known FPO bryophyte populations, 
downloadable as PDF documents from 
a map viewer at NPWS.ie (https://www.
npws.ie/maps-and-data/flora-protection-
order-map-viewer-bryophytes). There are 
476 such ‘Taxon Site’ documents. All the 
PDF documents contain basic information 
on species threat status in Ireland, location, 
recorder name and date, OS Discovery map 
(1:50,000), management and conservation 
recommendations and a descriptive extract 
from Rare and Threatened Bryophytes of 
Ireland (Lockhart, et al. 2012). Over 300 
Taxon Sites have recent survey data and 
more accurate information is available 
for these, including field data sheets, 
GPS coordinates, aerial photographs, 
site maps and site photographs. Very 
few site locations have been withheld as 
it is thought that, on balance, it is better 
to advertise the locations of protected 
bryophyte species than have them 
inadvertently destroyed by ignorance of 
their whereabouts. This is an excellent 

resource for both professional ecologists 
and those with a general interest in rare 
bryophytes. Please contact Joanne Denyer 
(joanne@denyerecology.com), or visit the 
Irish bryophyte Facebook page, if you 
would like a copy of the Irish bryophyte 
group winter field programme 2018 or wish 
to be put on group e-mail list.

Joanne Denyer
Irish bryophyte group

Marine  
coastal species - 
Seasearch Ireland 
Seasearch Ireland is a citizen science 
initiative to encourage divers to document 
details of species seen during marine dives 
to help build the knowledge base on the 
distribution of marine species in Ireland’s 
in-shore waters. In 2017, 53 site surveys 
were carried out by divers or snorkelers 
at 31 sites, collecting habitat (24) or 
detailed biotope (28) data, depending 
on the level of expertise of the recorder, 
as well as compiling a species list. These 
Observer and Surveyor records represent 
a continuation of the work of Seasearch 
Ireland, which since 2003 has submitted 
53,231 species observations of 1,183 
species to the National Biodiversity Data 
Centre. 

A National Marine Monitoring Scheme 
began on a pilot basis in 2016 and, 
after completion of the successful test 
programme in Galway and Wicklow, was 
launched to a wider audience in 2017. The 
scheme is designed to quantify recording 
effort, a difficult task in the marine 
environment, and requires participants to 
survey at a designated site five times from 
May to September, though some sites are 
surveyed all year round. In 2017, recording 
at the 13 sites in the scheme yielded 2,652 
records of 209 distinct species from 100 
site visits. Particular records of note were 
a boarfish (Capros aper), typically a deep 
water species, which was recorded at Black 
Head by Noel Black in May, and a first diver 
record of a crayfish (Palinurus elephas) 
on the east coast recorded by Michael 
O’Loughlin of the Curragh Sub Aqua club, 
also in May. In addition, a particular effort 
was made to survey sites after storm 
events, such as Storm Emma and Storm 
Ophelia, and the arrival of the 2018 data 
is eagerly awaited to assess any potential 
impacts of such events on marine inshore 
community biodiversity.

Rory O’Callaghan
Seasearch coordinator 

Professor Daniel Kelly and Dr Neil Lockhart examining 
Jubula hutchinsiae, Altidore Glen. © Joanne Denyer

Hylocomiastrum umbratum, Glendalough 
National Park. © Joanne Denyer

Jubula hutchinsiae on small boulder by stream, 
Altidore Glen. © Joanne Denyer
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To coincide with the 25th meeting of the Governing Board of 
the Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF) being held 
in Kilkenny in October, 2018 the National Biodiversity Data 
Centre is delighted to be hosting a public symposium on:

This symposium will hear a key note address from Donald Hobern, Executive 
Secretary of GBIF on the global action to mobilise data to help conserve the world’s 
biodiversity. Invited international speakers include: 

chevron-circle-right	 Thomas M. Orrell of the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, U.S.A. 
chevron-circle-right	 Eugenio Gervasini of the European Commission  
	 Joint Research Centre at Varese, Italy
chevron-circle-right	 Jeffrey Manuel of the South African  
	 Institute, South Africa

The full programme will also include speakers 
from Ireland, talking about work they are doing 
to support biodiversity research and implement 
biodiversity policy. 

For more details visit 
BiodiversityIreland.ie  
website or contact  
info@biodiversityireland.ie

The symposium will be held at
 Kilkenny Ormonde Hotel, Kilkenny  
on Thursday, 18th October 2018.

Public Symposium - Preliminary Notice

Biodiversity loss in 
a changing world:
local data, global action


