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Dr Úna Fitzpatrick has 
overall responsibility for the 
Irish Pollinator Initiative and 
development of a national 
plant recording strategy. Úna 
also leads the Data Centre’s 

work on the Irish Vegetation Classification System 
and the Red List Programme, and is currently working 
on the roll-out of a National Sampling Framework to 
deliver more efficient national survey methodologies.

Dr Liam Lysaght, Director of 
the Data Centre, is responsible 
for the strategic direction and 
planning of the work of the Data 
Centre. He has taken the lead 
on some of the outreach work 

of the Data Centre, such as development of Ireland’s 
BioBlitz initiative. He is also Head of Delegation for 
Ireland to the Global Biodiversity Information Facility. 
He has expertise in ornithology, and is a keen butterfly 
recorder. 

Dr Tomás Murray is 
responsible for the Butterfly 
and Bumblebee Monitoring 
Schemes and the National 
Biodiversity Indicators. Tomás 

recently produced a Bioclimatic Map of Ireland and 
deals with much of the data analysis and ecological 
modeling work of the Data Centre. He has a particular 
expertise in the ecology of social wasps. 

Rory O’Callaghan, an intern 
with the Data Centre, is working 
on developing autecological 
profiles for Ireland’s invasive 
species, and also on the 

Catalogue of Ireland’s non-native species.

Colette O’Flynn  has 
responsibility for all aspects 
of the work of the Data 
Centre on Invasive Species. 
She manages the National 
Invasive Species Database, 

provides national coordination of invasive species 
data and information, and has contributed to the 
development of policy development at the European 
level.  

Barry O’Neill looks after 
maintenance of the IT 
infrastructure of the Data 
Centre, data management, 
and updating of the mapping 

system Biodiversity Maps. Barry is responsible 
for development of the Data Centre’s website and  
the online record submission and management 
systems that support much of the data capture work 
of the Data Centre.

Maria Walsh is Office 
Manager of the Data Centre 
and deals with all aspects of 
the day-to-day management 
of the Centre. She organises 

the Data Centre’s annual workshop programme, 
and has responsibility for much of the social media 
communications of the Centre.

Lynda Weekes is carrying 
o u t  a  P h D re s e a rch 
programme to develop 
a Classification of River 
Vegetation, and looks 

after the management of the National Vegetation 
Database. She co-authored the ‘Guide to Ireland’s 
Grasses’, recently published by the Data Centre.
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News
Irish River Vegetation Research
A postgraduate research project on Irish river vegetation 
continues with the financial support of the Irish Research 
Council’s Employment-based Postgraduate Programme 
in partnership with the National Biodiversity Data 
Centre,University College Dublin and NPWS. The project 
commenced in 2013 with the primary aim of producing a 
National Vegetation Classification System for Irish rivers based 
on aquatic macrophytes, i.e. vascular plants, bryophytes and 
macroalgae.

Although rivers in Ireland have a diverse range of habitats 
and conditions that are determined by a wide variety of 
environmental factors, they are generally categorised into 
only two main habitat types at present: upland streams and 
lowland rivers (Fossitt (2000) and EUNIS habitat classification 
systems). These two categories are used for reporting purposes at 
European level. They are useful to a degree but not very suitable 
for site-specific conservation and management purposes. A river 
classification system based on aquatic vegetation is essential 
because vegetation community species composition and 
abundance can tell us much about the prevailing environmental 
conditions present in a river. This is potentially a valuable tool 
for indicating ecological quality and biodiversity, which will 
help inform, for example, the Water Framework Directive 
requirements and other conservation measures. 

To date, the project researcher, Lynda Weekes has 
collated a River Macrophyte Database, with over 2,000 river 
vegetation plots from data generously shared from a variety 
of sources including the National Parks and Wildlife Service, 
Environmental Protection Agency, Inland Fisheries Ireland, 
Northern Ireland Environment Agency and academic research. 

Lynda has also recorded vegetation plot data from 140 river sites  
countrywide over the last two years: firstly from high status 
rivers (EPAs Q5 status) for vegetation classification purposes 
and then from rivers with a variety of water quality conditions 
for indicator analysis. These field data and those in the River 
Macrophyte Database will be analysed over the coming months 
to produce an Irish River Vegetation classification system and 
to identify macrophyte and bryophyte communities/species as 
suitable indicators of rivers with high quality status in terms of 
biodiversity and the physical environment. We look forward to 
the results of this work in 2016.

Growth of the National  
Biodiversity Database
In collaboration with BEC consultants, the National Biodiversity 
Data Centre is working on a project to make a national grassland 
classification system available online. The classification system 
produced by BEC as part of the Irish Semi-natural Grasslands 
Survey, using a large-scale national dataset, will form the basis 
of the classification. Online resources will be developed for each 
community type including distribution maps, synoptic tables, 
community descriptions and photographs. Printer-friendly 
versions of the web-pages will be developed to allow off-line 
usage. In parallel to the information component of the website, 
a web application will be designed to allow users to statistically 
assign their own data to the grassland communities described 
and to aid in identification of Annex I habitats. The user-friendly 
application will accommodate data from both full relevés and 
simple species lists with nominal measures of abundance. The 
website and application will be available by December 2015. 

Director’s Comment
I am often asked: ‘What value is 
there in collecting biodiversity 
data?’ For me, the answer is quite 
simple; the starting point for all 
biodiversity initiatives is knowing 
what species occur where, and 
how this is changing. Without 
assembling these building blocks 
of information little progress can 

be made in ‘mainstreaming biodiversity’, the overriding 
objective of Ireland’s National Biodiversity Plan, or in 
delivering conservation action. The publication of the 
landmark All-Ireland Pollinator Plan, a call to action agreed by 
68 partner organisations, has catapulted Ireland into a world-
leader in trying to address the conservation of pollinators and 
the ecosystem services they provide. The impetus for this 
call to action arose from initial quantitative data, showing 
that one third of all bee species in Ireland are threatened 
with extinction. And this conservation assessment was only 
possible because there was a collection of historic and more 
contemporary bee sightings documented by recorders across 
the country.

This issue of Biodiversity Ireland shows that thanks to the 
efforts of many organisations and individuals, there is a great 
deal of recording activity happening in Ireland. And these 
data are being used in many ways to build the evidence-base 
to better understand Ireland’s biodiversity resource, and 
how that is changing. The systems in place for collection and 
analysis of cetacean data, for example, are very well developed 
thanks to the work of the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group. 
But for other taxonomic groups, particularly insects, there 
is a real challenge to encourage the collection of more high 
quality data. Supports across the data collection spectrum are 
needed, from the production of Irish identification resources, 
to supporting networks for mentoring and data validation, 
to processing and display of existing data. The National 
Biodiversity Data Centre is working to support those who 
are actively recording these challenging groups, but I am 
conscious that more needs to be done. 

The reality of ‘mainstreaming biodiversity’ is still some way 
off. But I hope that this issue of Biodiversity Ireland provides 
an insight into the building blocks being put in place to make 
it easier for biodiversity needs to feed into decision-making 
processes.
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The National Biodiversity Data 
Centre Annual Review 2014
The Annual Review 2014 serves as a benchmark of 
progress with delivery of the work programme of the 
Data Centre. The Review presents the work programme 
as a series of case studies, outlining what each is 
expected to achieve and how the different projects fit 
into the wider strategic objectives of the Data Centre. 
The Review serves as part of the reporting requirement 

to the Heritage Council, who established 
the National Biodiversity Data Centre. 

Download a copy of the Annual Review 2014 at http://
www.biodiversityireland.ie/wordpress/wp-content/
uploads/Data_Centre_Annual_Review_2015_WEB.pdf 

Big boost to the national Crop 
Wild Relative and Vascular Plant 
Databases
Paul Green spent the summer recording Crop Wild 
Relative species in Co. Mayo on behalf of the Data 
Centre. Recording was focused on the 181 Irish species, 
specifically targeting those that are native and that do 
not have a widespread distribution. As part of this work 
Paul collected a total of 22,200 vascular plant records, 
greatly adding to our knowledge of the flora of Co. Mayo. 
This work was possible thanks to funding from the 
Department of Agriculture, Food and Marine through 
their grant aid scheme for the conservation of genetic 

resources for food and agriculture. Species accounts for 
all 181 Irish Crop Wild Relatives are available online at:  
http://species.biodiversityireland.ie  

The National Ploughing 
Championships
The Data Centre was well represented at the National 
Ploughing Championships in September. Liam Lysaght 
was invited by the Labour Party to give a talk at its 
stand on ‘Biodiversity – its value to the environment 
and the economy’. The talk was introduced by local 
Senator John Whelan, and generated quite an amount 
of lively discussion. There was general agreement that 

nature conservation shouldn’t only be about regulatory 
enforcement but should also promote the many positive 
ways that land owners and land managers can help the 
conservation of biological diversity.

Dr Úna Fitzpatrick joined with An Bord Bia’s Origin 
Green stand to promote the All-Ireland Pollinator Plan 

2015-2020. An Bord Bia has been a 
strong supporter of the Pollinator 
Plan, and its production was warmly 
welcomed by visitors to the stand. 

Colette O’Flynn joined with the 
Kerry Japanese Knotweed group to 
highlight the harm that this rampant 
invasive species can cause to the 
Irish environment. 

News

Liam Lysaght speaking on ‘Biodiversity – its 
value to the environment and the economy’ 
at the Labour Party stand at the National 
Ploughing Championships in September.  
© Justin Byrne
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Resources
Ladybird swatch published

The National Biodiversity Data Centre is delighted to introduce 
the ladybird swatch to its growing suite of identification 

guides. This new swatch provides information to 
allow the identification of 19 Irish ladybird 

species.
The swatch is available to 
purchase for €6 (including 

postage) from our online shop: 
http://www.biodiversityireland.
ie/shop/.

Discounts are available 
for bulk orders of 15 or more 

swatches. For enquiries, email: 
info@biodiversityireland.ie or call the 

Data Centre on 051 306 240.
 

Assisting the BSBI Threatened 
Species Project

The National Biodiversity Data Centre has provided online 
species profiles for a total of eight species that are part of the 
BSBI initiative ‘Irish Species Project’: Moonwort (Botrychium 
lunaria), Cyperus Sedge (Carex pseudocyperus), Autumn Gentian 
(Gentianella amarella), Toothwort (Lathraea squamaria), Grass-of-
Parnassus (Parnassia palustris) Cowslip (Primula veris), Common 
Wintergreen (Pyrola minor) and Cranberry (Vaccinium oxycoccos).

New free resource for  
identifying hoverflies

A comprehensive guide to identifying Irish hoverflies has been 
developed and added to the Irish Pollinator Initiative website as 
a downloadable PDF. Development of the guide was initiated in 
late 2013 following observation that all available guides to genera 
were extremely technical and unsuited to beginners, and that 
despite having an active workshop programme on hoverflies, our 
success at training and encouraging new recorders was low as a 
result. It is 100 pages long, contains 160 photographs, and covers 
all genera and species in Ireland. Although the layout is based 
on a scientific key structure, it is not in itself a key. It is intended 
as a guide to make the group more accessible and bridge the gap 
between beginning with hoverflies and being able to use technical 
keys. UK expert, Steven Falk kindly agreed that his photographs 
could be included in the guide. 

See: http://www.biodiversityireland.ie/projects/irish-pollinator-
initiative/id-guides/

Irish Forum on Natural Capital

Nature is bought 
and sold in every 
economic transaction 
we make, but what 
we pay is a market 
price, not the true cost  
to Nature.

– Hannah Hamilton, Irish Forum on Natural Capital

Natural capital are the elements of the natural world 
that facilitate the existence of human society: food and 
fibre production, provision of clean water, maintenance 
of a liveable climate, security from floods to name but a 
few. The Irish Forum on Natural Capital brings together 
a diverse range of organisations and individuals from 
academic, public, private and non-governmental sectors 
who are interested in the development and application 
of the natural capital agenda in Ireland. The vision of 
the Irish Forum on Natural Capital is for an Ireland 
in which natural capital and the ecosystem goods and 
services are valued, protected and restored.  

The Irish Forum on Natural Capital was formally 
launched in March this year and is structured as a broad 
representative group, led by a Steering Committee and 
administered by a Secretariat. At its inaugural event 
in June, 220 members came together for the first time 
to review the Term of Reference for the Forum and 
establish four Working Groups: Communications, 
Research, Policy and Business. National Biodiversity 
Data Centre ecologist Tomás Murray was elected 
Chairperson of the Research Working Group and, along 
with the other Working Groups and broader Forum, will 
advance the concept of natural capital in Ireland over 
the next two years of his tenure.

More information on the Irish Forum on Natural 
Capital and how to get involved can be found here:  
http://www.naturalcapitalireland.com/ 
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Dr Úna Fitzpatrick, Ecologist at the National Biodiversity Data Centre, 
introduces the All-Ireland Pollinator Plan, which sees 68 organisations 
enlist to save our Bees
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One third of our 97 wild species are threatened with extinction  
in Ireland.

If you’re an Irish farmer growing 
strawberries, tomatoes, apples or oilseed 
rape you’ll know how important pollinators 
are. Without them you’ll see greatly reduced 
yields. The annual value of pollinators for 
human food crops has been estimated at 
¤153 billion worldwide, and at least ¤53 
million in the Republic of Ireland. The free 
service they provide is worth over £7 million 
per annum for apples in Northern Ireland 
and ¤3.9 million for oilseed rape in the 
Republic of Ireland. 

If pollinators died off, it would be impossible to grow 
your own fruits and vegetables. Peas, beans, courgette, 
pumpkin, currants, raspberries and many others all need 
to be pollinated. It’s not just crops; about three-quarters 
of our wild plants also require insect pollinators. 
Without pollinators the Irish landscape would be a 
very different and much less beautiful place. Therefore, 
their contribution to tourism and branding our produce 
abroad is enormous and often unrecognised. 

Bees are our main pollinators. This is because they 
are entirely dependent on plants for their food. The 
young are fed exclusively on pollen, and the adults 
rely on nectar as an energy source. Whilst feeding on 
flowers, bees transfer pollen between flowers and so 
act as pollinators. 

In Ireland, we have 98 different bee species. 
This includes the Honeybee; 20 different species of 
bumblebee; and 77 different species 
of solitary bee. Research tells us that 
to maintain pollination you need 
healthy Honeybees in combination 
with a diversity and abundance of 
wild bees. In the UK it has been 
shown that if all Honeybee hives 
were used for crop pollination, they 
could only provide about one third 
of the service required by crops. 
The rest is provided free of charge 
by wild pollinators. The economic 
contribution of pollination by wild 
bees has recently been assessed as 
£1,800 or ¤2,400 per hectare.

Without pollinators we won’t starve, but it would 
be much more difficult to have a healthy balanced diet 
rich in fruits and vegetables. Bees need the same things 
we all do - somewhere safe to live and enough food to 
feed themselves and their families. Unfortunately we’re 
not providing that anymore in Ireland, yet we’re still 
expecting them to carry out pollination when we need it. 

Threats to bees
We know bees are declining. One third of our 97 wild 
species are threatened with extinction in Ireland. 
We know it’s because we’ve drastically reduced the 
areas where they can nest and the amount of food our 
landscape provides for them. We’ve also inadvertently 
introduced pests and diseases that negatively impact 
their health, and we subject them to levels of pesticides 
that make it difficult for them to complete their life 
cycles. 

If you’re a pollinator, finding enough food is the 
biggest challenge you face. Declines in wildflowers are 
subjecting our pollinators to starvation. This is largely 
due to changing farming practices. The movement from 
hay to silage production is an understandable factor, 
but herbicide application and increases in the amount 
of fertiliser applied to arable fields are also playing a 
role. Fertiliser application has resulted in increased 
crop yields, but also in severe declines in wildflowers 
in managed fields and in adjacent semi-natural habitats. 
Our tendency to tidy up the landscape rather than 
allowing wildflowers to grow along roadsides, field 
margins, and in parks and gardens is playing a big part 
in reducing these resources for bees.

While feeding on flowers, bees transfer pollen 
between flowers and so act as pollinators. 
Right: Red tailed bee. Opposite page: Garden 
bumblebee. Both © Leon van der Noll
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Joining forces
By taking small actions to provide bees with food and 
shelter across the landscape we can tackle the problem, 
but it requires all of us to help - from farmers to local 
authorities, to schools, gardeners and businesses. We 
can stand back and watch the problem happen, or we 
can try to do something. The All-Ireland Pollinator Plan 
2015-2020 is about coming together to try and create 
an Ireland where pollinators can survive. It’s a shared 
plan of action. By working together, we can collectively 
take steps to reverse pollinator losses and help restore 
populations to healthy levels. 

In publishing the Plan, Ireland becomes one of the first 
countries in Europe to develop a strategy to address 
pollinator decline and protect pollination services. The 
All-Ireland Pollinator Plan was initiated by myself and 
Jane Stout (Trinity College Dublin), and developed by 
a 15-member steering group. It identifies 81 actions 
across five objectives. Sixty-eight governmental and 
non-governmental organisations have come together 
to support the Plan. Responsibility for delivering the 
81 actions has been shared out between the supporting 
organisations, who include: Department of Agriculture, 
Food and the Marine, Department of Agriculture and 
Rural Development, Teagasc, Bord Bia, Northern 
Ireland Environment Agency, Heritage Council, Fáilte 
Ireland, An Taisce Green-Schools, Federation of Irish 
Beekeepers’ Associations, Iarnród Éireann, National 
Trust, RSPB, Tidy Towns, Transport NI, Ulster Farmers’ 
Union, Ulster Wildlife, and Waterways Ireland. 

The Pollinator Plan proposes taking  
action across five objectives:
1	Making Ireland pollinator friendly  

(farmland, public land and private land)
2	Raising awareness of pollinators  

and how to protect them
3	Managed pollinators –  

supporting beekeepers and growers
4	Expanding our knowledge on  

pollinators and pollination services
5	Collecting evidence to track change  

and measure success

The main objective of the Plan is to start making 
Ireland pollinator friendly by taking actions on farmland, 
public land and private land. If we want pollinators to 
be available to pollinate our crops and wild plants for 
future generations we need to manage the landscape in 
a more sustainable way and create a joined-up network 
of diverse and flower-rich habitats as well as reducing 
our use of chemical insecticides. This doesn’t just mean 
in the countryside, but in our towns and villages as well.

It’s about taking small actions on farms like 
maintaining good quality flowering hedgerows to 
provide food and shelter for bees. It’s about moving 
away from the ‘lawn and lollipop’ approach of short 
grass and occasional trees in many of our public parks. 

It is not difficult to understand that as a consequence 
they provide little nesting habitat or food for our 
pollinators and other biodiversity. It’s about allowing 
wildflowers to grow along transport routes to create 
pollinator highways across Ireland.  It is not about 
allowing all public land to ‘go wild’ but rather taking 
small actions, where appropriate, to achieve a more 
sustainable balance. It’s also about you and me, and 
seeing our gardens, however small, as potential pit stops 
for our busy bees.

Ireland becomes one of the first 
countries in Europe to develop a 
strategy to address pollinator decline

The ‘lawn and lollipop’ approach of short grass and the odd tree 
in our public parks provides no welcome for our pollinators, wild 
flowers and other wildlife.  
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Creating a buzz 
The plan will also raise awareness 
on pollinators and how to protect 
them. With the support of 
organisations like An Taisce Green-
Schools, it aims to ensure that 
everyone, from schools, to farmers, 
to local authorities, to gardeners and 
businesses, knows what pollinators 
need and what simple cost-effective 
actions they can take. It will also 
support beekeepers in keeping 
Ireland’s Honeybees healthy. 

The Pollinator Plan is not just 
about protecting bees. It’s about 
protecting the livelihood of farmers 
and growers who rely on their free 
pollinator service, and protecting 
our own ability to go into a 
supermarket and buy Irish fruit and 
vegetables at an affordable price. It’s 
about protecting the wild plants who 
depend on insect pollination. Those 
wild plants provide fruits, seeds and shelter for our birds 
and mammals, and habitats that enhance many other 
animal populations, including other beneficial insects 
that attack crop pests. In coming together to take action 
to protect pollinators, we not only make crop production 
more sustainable, but we help protect the general health 
of our environment.

Ultimately the success of the Plan will be measured by 
increases in the abundance and diversity of pollinators 
within the Irish landscape as the 81 actions are 
implemented. Maintaining high quality data on where 
pollinators occur and their abundance is the ongoing 
goal of the Irish Pollinator Initiative, which was set up 
by the National Biodiversity Data Centre in 2011 to drive 
pollinator conservation through better data.

www.biodiversityireland.ie/pollinator-plan 

How to offer food, shelter and safety for  
pollinators in your garden:
• Provide at least one flowering food source from 

spring right through to winter, e.g. willow (early 
spring) – dandelion (spring) – clovers (early 
summer) - lavender (late summer) –  
ivy (autumn) – mahonia (winter).

• Leave small areas of your lawn uncut to allow 
plants like clover, vetches and Bird’s-foot  
trefoil to flower.

• Don’t view Dandelions as a weed but as a  
vital spring food source for pollinators.

• Avoid using pesticides.
• Try not to disturb nesting or hibernating 

pollinators in areas like grass margins,  
bare soil, dead wood or walls.

It’s about taking small actions on farms like maintaining good quality 
flowering hedgerows to provide food and shelter for bees.

The good, the bad, and the ugly. We could provide a beautiful refuge for our wildflowers and pollinators on our roadsides if we could get 
away from the tendency to ‘tidy things up’

Garden 
bumblebee  
© Leon van  

der Noll
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Distinguished 
Recorder 2015
Padraig Whooley, Sightings Coordinator of the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group is the 
2015 recipient of the National Biodiversity Data Centre’s Distinguished Recorder 
Award in recognition of his outstanding contribution to biological recording in Ireland.

I grew up in Greystones, Co. 
Wicklow, one of those very 
special places: by the sea 

and against the backdrop of the 
Wicklow mountains. I guess it was 
always going to appeal to a kid with 
a curiosity about the natural world 
- summer by the sea and winter in 
the mountains… the best of both 
worlds! 

In 1974, we took a family holiday in Squince, near 
Union Hall, and it really opened my eyes to the wonders 
of our marine environment. During those two weeks, I 
recall kayaking with grey seals off Rabbit Island; seeing 
my first dolphins and more line-caught mackerel than 
we could eat in a lifetime. 

My first job after finishing in the College of Commerce 
was in shipping, and it was during a pretty uneventful 
and short career in Freight that I attended my first Irish 
Whale and Dolphin Group (IWDG) meeting in Trinity 
College in April 1992. After listening to a very young 
Simon Berrow discuss ‘Cetaceans’ for some time, I 
was convinced that I was at the wrong meeting, as my 
interest was in whales and dolphins. My mind was put 
at ease when an elderly women raised her hand and 
asked what a Cetacean was. Satisfied with the reply, she 
returned to her knitting.

My interest combined quite nicely with a bit of 
wanderlust and I spent a year following whales around 
the world in 1995. On my return I took up a position with 
Dell in Bray, before leaving in spring 1999 for a three-
month stint in Patagonia. I moved to Cork in the summer 
of 1999 and, as they say, the rest is history.

I got involved in recording with the IWDG because I 
love a challenge. By 1999, with Simon Berrow back from 
Antarctica and me back from Patagonia and now living 
in Cork, one pretty fundamental job was to take control 
of the sighting records and Simon as much as dared me 
to get my hands on all Cetacean records reported to the 
IWDG since the group formed eight years earlier. There 
was an element of subterfuge involved, as they were 
then being kept in the old Department of Zoology, UCC. 
I had visions of black balaclavas and scaling high walls 
and avoiding guard dogs, but in the end I just walked 
into the labs one day, met Oliver Kiely who said “oh ya, 
I think they’re over there,” and I walked out with them. 

Brimming with confidence, I popped down to 
the canteen for a coffee with the IWDG’s entire 
dataset, comprising three lever arch files. It was 
just a few hundred sighting records, many of which 
were written on postcards, rambling letters and I 
even recall one from a fisherman who had used the 
inside of a packet of cigarettes to fill in his report. It 
all seems archaic now, but what I read between the 
covers of those folders that afternoon amazed me, 
and I wanted to learn more.
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Humpback whale breaching off the Skelligs, Co. Kerry.

Searching for giants

Cetaceans have a habit of frequenting fantastic locations, 
which of themselves are inspiring. Add to the mix the 
opportunities to observe some of the most charismatic 
and largest creatures known, and one can see how easy it 
is to justify spending 90 minutes on a cliff top searching 
for giants in Irish waters. 

When I moved to Cork, I had a firm plan that I was 
going to do a few timed watches off the Old Head of 
Kinsale. On my first watch from this site in June 1999 I 
counted a pretty unremarkable 3-4 harbour porpoises 
and thought to myself that I could easily have seen these 
off Bray Head back in Wicklow. Undeterred, the next 
day I went out again. This time, in improved conditions, 
I counted 130 almost continuous blows from Fin whales 
blowing offshore by the Kinsale Gas Fields. I rather 
naively thought that this equated to the number of 
animals I was watching. It took me a while to realise 
that somewhere among the endless vapour plumes was a 
start and an end of the group’s surface sequence and that 
‘20’ was likely to be a more accurate best estimate. This 
sighting was for me a seminal moment. I was hooked, 
and knew this was something that 
I needed to take further. I spent the 
next four years up on the Old Head’s 
cliffs with my scope.

To day,  of  cou r se ,  such 
observations are relatively common, 
but back then this was unheard of. 
In hindsight, I was fortunate to be the right person at 
that place in time, and the IWDG was the perfect vehicle 
to build on this and other sightings, by validation and 
interpretation, which in time became the catalyst for 
the talks, courses, wildlife documentaries, research 
projects, papers and PhDs, etc. It started off with 
someone sitting on a cliff, watching and recording.

The future
My biggest concern is the absence of any government 
funding in recent years for the Irish Cetacean Sighting 
Scheme and the stranding scheme not faring that much 
better. I think we need to do an awful lot more than 
simply designate a few Special Areas of Conservation 
for two species just because they are Annex II species 

on the Habitats Directive –  
‘Box ticked’.  

I find it hard to imagine too 
many other EU member states 
having similar levels of large whale 
activity, where an organization like 
the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group 

has consistently demonstrated that these are not just 
random sightings, but re-sightings of individuals that are 
returning year after year and in some cases decade after 
decade, and in growing numbers. Yet neither the whales 
nor their feeding habitats have any more protection 
today than they did when I first saw them off the Old 
Head of Kinsale 16 years ago. 

Yes, these whales are recovering and the figures 
tell us that we are seeing more large whales such 

as humpbacks each year, but they are doing this 
on their own; it’s not a result of any conservation or 

management measures we’ve put in place. It would be 
nice to think that our conservation managers could 
implement just one tangible policy that would make 
our waters a more appealing destination for these ocean 
wanderers.

Padraig will receive the 2015 Distinguished Recorder 
award at a special ceremony in Dublin on November 27th.

To become a member of the Irish Whale and Dolphin 
Group, see www.iwdg.ie

This sighting was for 
me a seminal moment.  

I was hooked.

The Irish Whale and Dolphin Group is a key partner of the National Biodiversity Data Centre in 
the Atlas of Mammals in Ireland 2010-2015 project. Four of the datasets managed by the IWDG 
contribute to the Atlas database, providing distribution data on 18 species of marine mammal.  
Details of all cetacean sightings should be submitted directly to http://www.iwdg.ie/

Northern bottlenose  whale, Pulleen Harbour, Castletownbere,  
Co. Cork. Opposite page: A fin whale blowing off the Old Head of 
Kinsale, Cork. All images © Padraig Whooley
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Shieldbugs are amongst the most colourful of Irish 
insects, available in blues, greens, reds and pinks. 
The young stages can be even more colourful 

than the adults and most make attractive photograph 
subjects. There are few lowland places that are genuinely 
shieldbug free in Ireland so everyone should be able to 
see at least one of the 16 Irish species. There are some 
rare and secretive species but most can be found with 
just a little effort. Some species have moved north, 
probably for climatic reasons. 

What exactly are shieldbugs?

Scientifically, they are members of the Order 
Hemiptera. Hemipterous insects have sucking 
mouthparts and so can feed on anything that 

has a fluid. Common foods of Irish 
shieldbugs are cones, seeds and 

berries of shrubs and trees, 
and the larvae and 

adults of other 
insects. The 

term shieldbug has no formal scientific meaning but it 
always includes the members of the Acanthosomatidae 
and Pentatomidae, whose Irish species are all shield-
shaped. Some smaller related families are included in 
the Swatch including the Dock Bug which, although it 
is a squash bug (Coreidae), is of similar size to many of 
our ‘true’ shieldbugs. 

How do I find shieldbugs?

The simple answer is by searching in the appropriate 
habitat and plant. A clue to where to look is often given by 
the common name. So, Gorse Shieldbug will be found on 
Common Gorse, Hawthorn on Hawthorn, and Heather 
on habitats with Heather. This only takes you so far as 
some species have names for other reasons (e.g. the 
Tortoise Bug) but also because adults can appear on the 
wrong species. So Birch Shieldbug can appear on many 
trees as they search for a suitable hibernation spot, but 
in spring will return to a birch for reproduction. 

Simple observation only takes you so far. Some 
species are cryptic and others are of elusive habits. The 
predatory Bronze Shieldbug for example tends to stay 

in the canopy of bushes and trees. 
It seems to particularly favour Alder in my experience 

but can be found on many other trees. Blue 
Shieldbug is another predatory species and a 

wetland specialist. But in spite of its bright 
colours it is hard to find. For these species, 

using a beating tray or sweep net greatly 
increases your chances of finding them. A 
different technique is needed for Forget-me-

not Shieldbug as this occurs at the roots of 
forget-me-not plants on well-drained, bare 
ground. Gently digging around the base of the 
plants is the easiest way to see them. 

Dr Brian Nelson, Invertebrate Ecologist with the National 
Parks and Wildlife Service introduces the Shieldbugs

Hairy Shieldbug, Dolycoris baccarum 
All photographs © Brian Nelson
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An Identification guide to Ireland’s Shieldbugs
The guide costs €6 and can be ordered online  at 
biodiversityireland.ie/shop or email info@biodiversityireland.ie  
for bulk orders

Hawthorn Shieldbug 
Acanthosoma haemorrhoidale
Large green and red with dark-tipped 
projecting shoulders. Scutellum is all green. 

Gorse Shieldbug 
Piezodorus lituratus
Large dark green with black punctures with 
reddish outer wing. Edge of body thinly lined 
in yellow.

Juniper Shieldbug 
Cyphostethus tristriatus
Bright green with pink-red boomerang-
shaped markings on upperside.

Forest Shieldbug
Pentatoma rufipes
Brown often with metallic reflection and red 
legs. Shoulder projection broad and blunt. 
Scutellum yellow-tipped. 

Birch Shieldbug 
Elasmostethus interstinctus
Pattern is similar to Hawthorn but this is 
smaller and more red overall. Scutellum is 
red and green.

Green Shieldbug
Palomena prasina  
Large c 13mm, green and oval, shoulders not 
strongly projecting; Never shows red. 

Identification

Once found, the adults of most of our shieldbugs can be 
identified using just external appearance. Perhaps the 
greatest difficulty is with these three species pairs – 
Birch and Hawthorn, Forest and Spiked, and Forest and 
Bronze. The members of each pair share similar colour 
patterns but all have character differences that can be 
seen in the field or in photographs. Perhaps the greatest 
identification challenge is with nymphs as they change 
appearance at each moult. As there are five moults from 
egg to adult, the lack of space available meant they could 
not be covered in the Shieldbug Swatch. If you have a nymph 
and want to identify it yourself please visit the British Bugs 
website (www.britishbugs.org.uk/) which has reliably named 
photographs for each species.
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Spiked Shieldbug
Picromerus bidens
Colour and pattern similar to Forest 
shieldbug but shoulder projection a sharp 
point. Scutellum yellow-tipped. 

Parent Shieldbug
Elasmucha grisea
Dark, red or brown never green. Chequered 
edge of abdomen. 

Forget-me-not Bug
Sehirus luctuosus 
Dull black with paler wing membrane. 
Buries itself head first into loose material at 
base of foodplant. 

The Scarab Bug, Thyreocoris scarabaeoides, 
is a tiny beetle-like species, known from just 
a few dune sites in Wexford and Waterford. 
Last seen 2006 (No photograph).

Heather Shieldbug
Rhacognathus punctatus
Dark with yellow-banded legs and pale 
central line on pronotum. 

Blue Shieldbug
Zicrona caerulea
Unmistakeable as entirely metallic blue. 
Wetland species.

Dock Bug
Coreus marginatus
A large reddish brown bug. Abdomen oval 
broadly rounded beyond wings. Antennae 
long with last segment thicker. 

Bronze Shieldbug
Troilus luridus
Brownish with metallic reflections, yellow 
banded antennae and blunt shoulder 
projections. Scutellum not tipped yellow. 

Hairy Shieldbug
Dolycoris baccarum 
c 11mm, pinkish and hairy, black and white 
bands on edge of abdomen, legs and 
antennae. 

Tortoise Bug
Eurygaster testudinaria
Broadly oval with domed back and enlarged 
scutellum. Ground colour sandy with 
variable brown or pinkish stripes. 

The National Biodiversity Data Centre welcomes your shieldbug sightings. Already 

more than 1,000 records have been added to the shieldbugs database. Please submit 

sightings at: http://records.biodiversityireland.ie
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Why I record 

biodiversity
Most days, when I am out and about, I take note 
of the wildlife I see and submit the details to the 
National Biodiversity Data Centre. In this way, 
I am an active biological recorder. As long as I 
document what species I see, when, and where 
it was seen, then I have a valid biological record. 
I know that whether it is a fleeting encounter 
with a Stoat crossing the road or a more detailed 
list of species for one of my favourite sites, the 
information I collect is valuable. 

Value of one-off sightings

I know that recording one-off encounters with species 
like the stoat can help to build up a picture of its 
distribution in Ireland. The Irish stoat (Mustela erminea 
hibernica) is one of Ireland’s really special species, a near 
endemic to Ireland. Yet there is little empirical data on 
its distribution for it is an exceptionally challenging 
species to study. As part of the Atlas of Mammals in 
Ireland 2010-2015 project, more than 1,100 sightings of 
Irish stoat have been submitted by people across the 
country, allowing us to better understand the species 

distribution in Ireland. And thanks to the online data 
portal, Biodiversity Maps, all of these observations of 
Ireland’s threatened and protected species are now freely 
available to local authorities and other land managers to 
improve the quality of their decision-making to assist 
nature conservation.

Recording common species

Periodically I also record the commoner species, 
for who knows what the future holds? I love seeing 
Yellowhammer singing from telegraph poles near where 
I live in Kilkenny, but I know that they are rare or absent 
from other parts of Ireland. My father told of, in his 
youth, being deafened by calling Corncrakes in north 
Kerry, a species long since gone from that region. Think 
of the value of having a detailed database of observations 
of this once common species so that we could present 
dramatic quantitative information on the impact that 
drainage and land management has had on this iconic 
species? 

Contributing to large Atlas projects

Being an unskilled botanist, I can probably identify only 
about 100 of our commoner plant species. But I also 
record these for I know the more I record, slowly the 
number of species I can confidently identify increases.  
And every little bit helps. At the moment fieldwork 
is under way for the Botanical Society of Britain and 
Ireland’s Atlas 2020 project, a huge project that aims 
to map the distribution of all plants across Britain and 
Ireland. Comparing the results of this Atlas with two 
previous atlases, published in 1962 and 2002, provide 
valuable data on the changing nature of Ireland’s flora, 
and insights into the impacts of, for example, climate 
change and invasive species. For large projects of this 
kind, recording of even the commoner plants helps to 
achieve baseline coverage.  

Irish stoat. Even a fleeting encounter counts as a valuable record.  
© Dermot Breen

Wall Brown, 
Lasiommata 
megera. 
© Tom Shevlin
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Ireland’s threatened species

One advantage of submitting my data to the Data Centre 
is that all my records are stored in a database and I can 
map and query them online. I don’t have to worry about 
managing my own records, or making backups – all that 
is done for me. Looking back at my old records I notice 
that I observed a Wall Brown butterfly in my garden on 
20 August, 2000. I have long since forgotten I had ever 
seen one in Kilkenny. Certainly I have not seen one since, 
as this is now a rare species in the county. I wonder have 
they become extinct in the county in the last 10 years?  
Collating historic records of this kind into different 

date periods allows us to detect if a species range 
has contracted or expanded over time. Using criteria 
developed by the International Union for Nature 
Conservation (IUCN) the risk of extinction faced by 
species can be assessed objectively. The process, known 
as Red Lists, has been completed for 10 taxonomic 
groups in Ireland and shows that on average, about 
25% of species are threatened with extinction. For 
bees, such an important group that provide valuable 
pollination services, over 30% of species are threatened 
with extinction in Ireland. These are important, if 
not alarming, findings that should feed into policy to 
conserve biodiversity. On checking the Butterfly Red 
List I find that the Wall Brown is indeed one of three 
species endangered with extinction in Ireland. 

 

Monitoring biodiversity

I don’t have a great deal of time for scientific survey, but 
to make best use of the time available to me, I have signed 
up to walk a butterfly transect each week as part of the 
Irish Butterfly Monitoring Scheme. This gives me an 
excuse to get into the field, and I know that by walking 
the identical route, in a standard way on different dates, 
the data I collect is used to monitor changes in butterfly 
populations. I am one of 120 recorders who contribute to 
make the Irish Butterfly Monitoring Scheme the largest 
citizen science insect monitoring scheme in Ireland. 
And thanks to our combined efforts the scheme can 
show categorically, for example, which years were 
good for butterflies and which were not, and over time 
between-year population variation can be separated 
from long-term population trends. And the European 
Grassland Butterfly Indicator has just been published 
by the European Environment Agency, so I have the 
satisfaction of knowing my sightings are contributing 
to policy formulation at both the national and European 
level. 

Ecological modelling –  
the future of Atlas projects?

When I started recording a number of decades ago, the 
task was to cover as much ground as possible, recording 
as many species as possible. Now, with the greater 
power of statistical modelling, predictive models of 
the likelihood of encountering a given species based on 
partial, or incomplete data can be derived. An example 
of this kind of model is presented in the Biodiversity 
Research section (page 17), by Tomás Murray, showing 
a model of Red Fox distribution. In the very near future, 
I am looking forward to participating in a recording 
scheme where distribution maps are generated by 
statistical modelling and my task will be to visit a specific 
area not to derive a species list per se, but to confirm the 
prediction of which species should be present. It may 
take me some time to adjust to this new way of surveying 
but I will do it, as I will know that my recording effort 
will be far more efficient and the information generated 
far more valuable in the long run. 

Yellowhammer © Liam Lysaght

Autumn 
Gentian

By Liam Lysaght, Director,  
National Biodiversity Data Centre
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In response to environmental change, both in 
terms of climate and how we use our landscapes 
and seascapes, a species’ range will also shift, 
contract, expand and fragment. The emergence 
of centralised biodiversity databases within 
organisations like the National Biodiversity 
Data Centre provides new opportunities to 
explore how species observations can support 
conservation efforts and provide evidence-
based approaches to protecting species in an 
ever-changing world.  

However, although we certainly aspire to it, we do 
not have a complete picture of where our animals and 
plants live in every 1 km2 of our national territory. 
Consequently, the records we have of any one species 
typically reflect a subset of all the potential sites 
occupied by the species. And so, we lack information 
from areas that have not been surveyed, that may be 
occupied in the future following climate or land-use 
changes, or that may be at risk from an invasive species. 
This information is critically important in helping to 
make robust conservation management decisions that 
may determine the fate of an endangered plant, animal  
or habitat.

In the last two decades there have been rapid 
developments in statistical techniques that can help 
us fill this knowledge gap, one of which is species 
distribution modelling, which predicts the relationship 
between species records at sites and the environmental 
and spatial characteristics at those sites. Ecologists and 
conservation managers are increasingly using these 
models for a variety of purposes, from evaluating the 
potential spread of an invasive species, estimating the 
current ranges and potential habitat for endangered 
species, prioritising places for new nature reserves and 
forecasting species distributional changes with climate 
change and/or changes in land-use.

Modelling for fox distribution 
A recent example of the application of species 
distribution modelling using the Data Centre’s resources 
was to support an ongoing surveillance programme 
conducted by the Department of Agriculture, Food 
and Marine to protect Ireland’s domestic dog and wild 
fox populations from a tapeworm called Echinococcus 
multilocularis. E. multilocularis occurs throughout 
the Northern Hemisphere and is transmitted 
primarily between wild canids; in Europe 
this is mainly Red Fox (Vulpes vulpes) 
and on continental Europe the 
introduced raccoon dog (Nyctereutes 
procyonoides), with 
various rodents acting 
a s  i nt er me d i at e 
hosts to larval forms  
of E. multilocularis. 

H u m a n s  a r e 
not part of the 
lifecycle but can be 
accidentally infected by 
ingesting the tapeworm 
eggs through food or 
water contaminated by 
the faeces of foxes 
and, increasingly, 
of domestic dogs 
(Ca ni s  lu p u s 
familiaris). The 
resulting infection 
in humans, Alveolar 
echinococcosis, presents 
as a tumour-like growth in the 
liver and between 100-200 new 
cases of the infection are being 
reported in Europe per year.  

data to protect Fox, Dog and Human Health
Citizen Science

Using 

BIODIVERSITY RESEARCH

Distribution of Red Fox,  
Vulpes vulpes, records in the  

Atlas of Irish Mammals database.

Fox Cubs © R. Jones
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Number of Red Fox records per 10 km2 after accounting for  
sampling bias.

Probability of presence per 1 km2 from the Red Fox species  
distribution model.

Historically, in the core regions of E. multilocularis 
infection in Europe (East-Central France, Switzerland, 
Southern Germany, and Western Austria), 35-65% of Red 
Foxes were found to be infected. As a consequence of the 
successful campaigns of oral vaccination against rabies 
in these areas during the 1990s, the resultant recovery 
in fox populations unfortunately led to an expansion of 
E. multilocularis infections northwards to Belgium, the 
Netherlands, Denmark and Sweden, as well as towards 
Central Germany, Italy, Slovakia, Hungary and Romania. 
In parallel with the recovery of fox populations in rural 
areas, the number in urban areas has also dramatically 
increased, resulting in elevated rates of infection in foxes 
due to increased population density, and increased risk of 
transmission between foxes, domestic dogs and humans.  

Given the potential impact of the parasite on canid and 
human populations, the EU enacted a law (Regulation 
No. 1152/2011) in 2011 to put in place preventive health 
measures for the control of E. multilocularis infection 
in dogs, which includes the legal obligation that 
all pets transported within the EU must be treated 
against E. multilocularis. Thankfully, Ireland (along 
with Finland, Malta and the UK) is currently free of 
E. multilocularis and we are exempt from having to 
treat our pets. However, for Ireland to maintain this 

E. multilocularis infection-
free status, the Department of 
Agriculture, Food and Marine 
was tasked with implementing 
an E. multilocularis-specific 
sur veillance prog ramme 
aimed at rigorously detecting 
the parasite in Red Fox and dog 
populations. The challenge for 
the Department of Agriculture, 

Food and Marine was to determine how many are there 
in Ireland and where are they distributed?

In steps the National Biodiversity Data Centre and the 
Atlas of Mammals in Ireland initiative. The initiative 
pulls together data from existing recording initiatives 
and historic datasets to provide an overview of the 
current and historic distribution of Irish mammals. 
One of the primary aims of the initiative is to encourage 
recording of the commoner Irish mammals so we will 
have a comprehensive picture of their distribution, 
and provide a baseline against which future changes 
in their distribution can be tracked. To date, the database 
contains 34,000 records of 44 different mammal species, 
with around 500 new records being added per month 
by citizen scientists across Ireland.  

Using the 6,000 Red Fox records in the database and 
correcting for sampling biases in the data (i.e. some areas 
have far more observations than others, not because 
there are more foxes but simply that a recorder there 
submits a lot of fox records), the Data Centre developed 
a species distribution model for the Red Fox in Ireland.  
 

As with many other countries in Europe, Red Fox 
distributions are now largely affected by the distribution 
of urban areas, with the greatest densities predicted 
to be in and around our larger towns and cities. Using 
this information, the Department of Agriculture, 
Food and Marine surveillance programme can now 
determine where they need to survey more, or less, 
for E. multilocularis in Red Fox and domestic dog 
populations, and ensure that Ireland is, and will remain, 
E. multilocularis infection-free.

By Dr Tomás Murray, Ecologist at the 
National Biodiversity Data Centre

Thankfully, Ireland 
(along with Finland, 
Malta and the UK)  
is currently free of  
E. multilocularis

BIODIVERSITY RESEARCH
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Biodiversity 
Maps
The mapping system ‘Biodiversity Maps’ provides 
access to all the biodiversity data submitted to 
the National Biodiversity Data Centre. The system 
currently maps 3.7 million records of over 15,000 
species, about one third of all species known to 
occur in Ireland. This database is being added to 
continuously as new data are submitted to the Data 
Centre.

The most recent datasets added to the Biodiversity 
Maps are:
• Bird Atlas 2007 – 2011 (458,185 records)
• IWDG Casual Cetacean Sightings (5,581 records)
• IWDG Constant Effort Cetacean Sighting 
 Scheme (1,485 records)
• IWDG Cetacean Strandings Database 2010-2014 
 (697 records)
• Grasshoppers, Crickets & allied insects of 
 Ireland (2,917 records)
• Saproxylic Beetles of Ireland (3,720 records)
• Irish Federation of Sea Anglers Catch Data
 (212 records)
• MISE Project Otter Records, 2011-2015 
 (2,357 records)
• Earthworms of Ireland (1,210 records)

So far this year, more than 35,000 records have 
been submitted to the Data Centre through the 
specially created online submission form http://
records.biodiversityireland.ie/index.php. All these 
records are stored and, over time, checked, validated 
and added to 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 assist nature 
conservation.

Bees 
Amid mounting worries about declines in 
Irish bees, one solitary bee species is bucking 
the trend and has just arrived here. The 
Wool-carder Bee (Anthidium manicatum) 
has migrated from Britain to set up home in 
Ireland for the fi rst time. Tracy Anne Fennell, a 
volunteer bumblebee recorder for the National 
Bumblebee Monitoring Scheme, spotted the 
unusual looking bee feeding on fl owers in her 
garden near Courtown in Co. Wexford in late 
July. She sent the photograph to the National 
Biodiversity Data Centre, and to our delight we 
could confi rm it was a new species to Ireland. 
A visit to a site in New Ross a week later saw 
it turn up again and allowed the collection 
of a specimen to confirm the existence 
of the Wool-carder Bee in Ireland. It has since been 
photographed just south of Wexford town by another 
volunteer, David Daly. 

The skills of our fantastic teams of volunteers is evident 
by how quickly they spot new and unusual things. This 
newest addition to our bee species becomes one of our 
largest solitary bee species, and also probably the most 
distinctive. Both male and female Wool-carder Bees 
have a pattern of yellowish markings along the side of 
the abdomen, head and legs. The female collects pollen 
on the underside of the abdomen in a brush of rearward 
pointing hairs which makes her an excellent pollinator 
of a range of garden and wild fl owers. 

The females make their nests in existing holes in wood 
or hollow stems. They collect pollen from a number of 
species of plant, but favour those which have tubular 
fl owers (such as the Mint family). Females shave hairs off 
plants with hairy stems (such as Yarrow, Woundworts or 
Great Mullein) to use in the construction of brood cells. 
Hairs are brought to the nest site in a ball and teased 
out with the mandibles, earning it the common name 
of ‘Wool-carder Bee’.

Dr Úna FitzPatrick, 
National Biodiversity Data Centre 
http://pollinators.biodiversityireland.ie

Invasive 
Species
A Species Alert for the Crayfi sh plague (Aphanomyces 
astaci) was issued by National Parks and Wildlife Service 
(NPWS) and Inland Fisheries Ireland (IFI) in August, 
2015. The alert was issued in response to preliminary 
DNA diagnosis showing Crayfi sh plague as present on 
the Bruskey/Erne River at Killydoon, near Ballinagh, 
Co. Cavan. As a result of native White-clawed Crayfi sh 
mortalities being reported to Inland Fisheries Ireland in 
July 2015, IFI initial site investigations have found 600+ 
dead native White-clawed Crayfi sh. Specimens of the 
dead crayfi sh were DNA-tested and the Crayfi sh plague, 
a water mould disease, was confi rmed.

Establishment of the crayfi sh plague could result in 
100% mortality of the protected native White-clawed 
Crayfi sh (Austropotamobius pallipes). Throughout its 
European range, this species has been decimated by 
the impact of Crayfi sh plague disease which spread 
to Europe with the introduction of the plague carrier, a 
North American species of crayfi sh.

The implications of this disease occurrence are 
extremely concerning to NPWS and IFI. If crayfi sh plague 
becomes established there is a high probability that the 
native White-clawed Crayfi sh will be eliminated from 
much of the island. 

Wool-carder Bee (Anthidium 
manicatum) © David Daly
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Worse still would be the establishment of non-native 
crayfi sh as the experience in Britain and Europe has 
been that these species have very severe impacts on 
habitats and other species. One potential impact could 
be on Salmon and Trout fi sheries and the loss of the 
tourism revenue from these fi sheries.

How the disease got to the Bruskey River and whether 
it has spread from the initial area of infection is currently 
under investigation. Either the disease was introduced 
accidentally on contaminated equipment (e.g. wet 
fi shing gear or boots used recently in affected waters in 
the UK or elsewhere) or else non-native crayfi sh species 
have been illegally introduced to the area and have now 
passed the disease to the native White-clawed Crayfi sh.

If the disease outbreak was accidentally introduced 
on contaminated equipment then containment may be 
possible, but if non-native crayfi sh have been introduced, 
the disease is likely to become established with severe 
ecological impacts on Ireland’s freshwater fauna if not 
acted on immediately.

For additional information including tips on how 
to identify crayfish species, see: http://www.
biodiversityireland.ie/crayfi sh-plague/

Correction
In the last issue of Biodiversity Ireland (Issue 11), it was 
reported that the Asian hornet (Vespa velutina) was 
recorded in England in April, 2015. Thankfully, this 
was a false alarm.

Colette O’Fynn, 
National Biodiversity Data Centre
http://biodiversityireland.ie/projects/
invasive-species/

Butterfl ies
The disappointing summer – with 
below average temperatures and 
above average rainfall and wind 
speeds reported from almost all 
weather stations across the country – 
did have a direct impact on butterfl y 
numbers with reports of 20-50% 
less butterflies being observed 
across the 125 walks in the Butterfl y 
Monitoring Scheme.  We’ll have to 
wait until the end of the year before 

all the records are in to see the full impact of 
the poor weather, but what hasn’t been 

dampened is the enthusiasm 
of our recorders, with 
now over 270 people 

submitting butter fly 
records to the Data 
Centre, compared to 220 

in 2014 and 200 in 2013. It’s great to see so many new 
people gaining a deeper appreciation for butterfl ies and 
wanting to help us 
record and conserve 
their populations. 
We hope the six 
workshops, field 
day and the Annual 
Recorders Weekend 
we organised this 
year contributed 
to this growth 
by helping new 
re corder s  g a in 
c o n f i d e n c e  i n 
their identifi cation 
skills and give 
more experienced 
r e c o r d e r s  a n 
excuse to socialise 
and pass on their 
knowledge.

Overall, given 
the poor weather here it’s unsurprising the butterfl ies 
who seem to have fared the best this year were the 
migrant species visiting our shores from elsewhere. In 
particular, the number of Comma (Polygonia c-album) 
being recorded were three times higher than last year. 
Although normally confi ned to southern and eastern 
counties, this year Éamonn MacLochlainn was the fi rst 
to record its presence in Tipperary. Given the relatively 
high numbers, the consistency of the butterfl y being 
recorded from particular sites, and the discovery by Brian 
Power of caterpillars near the Bunclody Golf Course in 
June, it certainly adds to the accumulating evidence that 
it may be completing more of its lifecycle here rather 
than simply being blown in on favourable winds from 
Britain and Continental Europe.  

Similarly, the number of Painted Ladies (Vanessa cardui) 
visiting our shores was up 40% on the previous fi ve 
years and was recorded by Lynne Smyth as far north 
as Tyrone, but unfortunately there wasn’t a repeat of 
the mass migration observed in 2009.

Finally, the fi fth version of the European Grassland 
Butterfl y Indicator, one of the European Environmental 
Agency’s biodiversity indicators, was released 
in September this year. Compiled by Butterfly 
Conservation Europe, the indicator is based on 3,700 
butterfl y monitoring scheme transects (122 of which 

are from Ireland!) across 22 European countries. Overall, 
grassland butterfl y abundance has declined by 30% from 
1990 to 2013. At a European level, the rate of loss has 
slowed in the last 10 years, but the priority now is to use 
this information to halt further losses and focus effort on 
supporting the restoration of habitats and species. The 
full report can be downloaded from the News & Events 
page of the Butterfl y Monitoring Scheme webpage. 
To all our butterfl y recorders, it shows how all your 
efforts contribute directly to butterfl y conservation at 
a local, national and international level.  Despite the poor 
weather this year, we received more butterfl y records 
than ever before, so let’s hope 2016 will be kinder to 
our butterfl ies and the butterfl y recording community 
continues to fl ourish.

Please submit butterfl y sightings to the Data Centre 
at http://records.biodiversityireland.ie/

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

Photos: Comma butterfl y, Polygonia c-album.
Adult (above) © Sabrina O’Brien. 
Larva (left) © Brian Power.

The native White-clawed Crayfi sh 
(Austropotamobius pallipes). © D. Gerke
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Vascular 
plants
2015 has been a busy season in the world of vascular 
plant recording, and particularly by the Botanical Society 
of Britain and Ireland (BSBI). Records have been made in 
every county, and by recorders young and old, in groups 
large and small. BSBI members and supporters have been 
important, in addition to the amazing core network of 
40 vice-county recorders. 

A particular success was the Mayo recording week, July 
27th to August 3rd, during which nearly 11,000 vascular 
plant records were collected. Over 40 botanists, ranging 
in age from early twenties to early eighties, spent eight 
days covering the length and breadth (and heights) of 
Mayo. This was a fantastic success on a number of levels. 
We learned that botanists can be mobilised when such 
an event is organised; we saw how much can be learned 
by improvers by going into the fi eld with experts, and 
having time in the evenings to work on IDs; and we 
signifi cantly helped the local recorder with covering 
this huge county. Botanical highlights included fi nding 
the rush, Juncus planifolius (new county record, by Paul 
Green), and the multiple records by the ‘rough crew’ 
(including Alpine Saw-wort - Saussurea alpina, Purple 
Saxifrage - Saxifraga oppositifolia, etc.). 

Speaking of the ‘rough crew’, this new initiative has 
been a great success. Botanists team up to tackle 
hard to reach places – mountain tops, islands, etc. The 
group (which is fl uid, and operates by email list) has 
tackled mountain tops in Mayo, Wicklow and Waterford, 
bringing in plant records that are valuable both because 
of rareness, but also because of the harshness of the 
terrain. There will be many more outings, so get in touch 
if you are a botanist who likes a challenge!

Made in atrocious conditions of driving rain and 
howling winds, the prize for most impressive and hard-
earned new record might go to Robert and Hannah 
Northridge. They found not one, but 43 plants of the 
exceptionally small and quite rare Small Adder’s-tongue, 

Ophioglossum azoricum, on 
Bloody Foreland in Donegal. 
This is a new hectad record, 
and one of only a handful 
of places where this plant 
is known in Ireland. Robert 
was instrumental also, with 
some local help, in the new 
county record for Round-
leaved Wintergreen, Pyrola 
rotundifolia, in Co. Cavan 
this summer. An exciting 
fi nd!

Nice finds from the 
opposite corner of Ireland, 
Wexford, include Hairy 
Bird’s-foot-trefoil, Lotus subbiflorus, and the non-
natives Wild Basil – Clinopodium vulgare and Oak-
leaved Goosefoot - Chenopodium glaucum, all by Paula 
O’Meara. 

And fi nally, a photographic record was made on 
Facebook of Spring Gentian, Gentiana verna, fl owering 
in early October in the Burren. What a strange sight!

So keep the records coming. Get in touch with your 
local BSBI vice-county recorder (see list here: http://bsbi.
org.uk/local_groups.html), or get in touch with the Irish 
Offi cer Maria Long (maria.long@bsbi.org). There are 
local groups in a number of areas now (Clare, Cork, Down, 
Dublin, Galway, Wexford, etc.), and there is scope for 
setting up more, or linking up with other groups to do so. 

This hasn’t been a complete round-up, rather a 
smattering of interesting fi nds and events. Please get in 
touch if you have any news or fi nds to include next time.

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

Bryophytes
2015 has been an important summer for 
bryophyte conservation and recording in 
Ireland. I mentioned in the last issue that 
NPWS were actively considering a revision 
of the Flora Protection Order (FPO) in 
relation to bryophytes. The exciting news 
is that the Minister has signed the order 
and there is now a new FPO 2015 (S.I. No. 
356 of 2015). The NPWS website has more 
information on this (http://www.npws.ie/
news/fl ora-protection-order-2015). The 

revision means that 65 bryophyte species are now 
protected (40 mosses and 25 liverworts), compared with 
only 18 species on the last FPO (1999) [It is important 
to note that whilst the previous 1999 Order is revoked, 
the vascular plants, stoneworts and a lichen remain 
unchanged in the 2015 Order].

The selection process is 
outlined in detail in the Irish Wildlife Manual No. 87, 
available for free download on the NPWS website 
(http://www.npws.ie/sites/default/fi les/publications/
pdf/IWM87.pdf). Detailed information (including 
photographs and notes on distribution, ecology and 
identifi cation) on all of the species listed on the new 
FPO is also included in the excellent book ‘Rare and 
threatened bryophytes of Ireland’ (Lockhart et al., 2012). 
This will be an essential reference for anyone working 
in conservation, or undertaking ecological impact 
assessments, where bryophytes may potentially be 
impacted. Distribution data for the new FPO species 
is also available on the National Biodiversity Data 
Centre’s website and in the new ‘Atlas of British and Irish 
bryophytes’, (Blockeel et al., 2014.). As Ireland supports 
40% of Europe’s bryofl ora (and 5% of the World’s 
bryofl ora), it is very encouraging that the protection of 
bryophytes has been taken so seriously. In particular, 
Neil Lockhart (NPWS) has been the driving force behind 
this and coordinated the highly scientifi c and thorough 
review of the FPO bryophyte list.

There is also exciting recording news from the 
summer. Rory Hodd has been undertaking more NPWS 
funded bryophyte survey work across Ireland. There 
have been many interesting records made as a result of 
this work. Two of the major discoveries were re-fi nding 
Scapania nimbosa (liverwort) on Mweelrea after it was 
last seen 28 years ago and a second recent Irish site 
for Oedipodium griffi thianum (moss) in the Sheeffry 
Mountains. Both of these species are very rare in Ireland 
and are protected under the new FPO 2015.

The Irish bryophyte group winter fi eld programme 
2015-2016 is currently being fi nalised. If you would like 
to join the email list for the group, please contact Joanne 
Denyer (joanne@denyerecology.com) or visit the Irish 
bryophyte Facebook page.

Dr Joanne Denyer
joanne@denyerecology.com

Scapania nimbosa (liverwort). © Rory Hodd

The rare Small Adder’s Tongue (Ophioglossum 
azoricum). © Hannah Northridge.
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Terrestrial 
Mammals
The 3rd All-Ireland Mammal Symposium (AIMS 3) takes 
place in UCC on November 7-8th. This follows on from 
the success of AIMS 1 in 2009 and AIMS 2 in 2012. This 
year’s guest speaker is Dr John Linnell of the Norwegian 
Institute for Nature Research, an international expert on 
large carnivores. The weekend promises a cornucopia of 
oral and poster presentations on all aspects of mammal 
research and conservation from shrew to whales. More 
details at: http://www.ucc.ie/en/bees/aims2015/

The Mammal Atlas recording period is drawing to 
a close. We started the project back in 2010 with a 
preliminary target of 100,000 records by the end of 
2015. We are already well ahead of that and are now 
aiming for 150,000, but there are still many gaps in the 
distribution maps for several species. The latest maps 
for each species can be viewed here: http://mammals.
biodiversityireland.ie/species.php.  

Some species are already well represented, but 
interestingly, some of the common species are noticeably 
under-recorded. Perhaps the scarcity of records for rats 
and mice is not surprising, but data on these species is 
extremely valuable, not least as an indicator of prey 
availability for other species, such as fox and pine marten 
as well as birds of prey. It would be great to get a fi nal 
surge in records before the recording period closes at 
the end of December. So keep your eyes peeled and, if 
you haven’t already, download the Biodiversity App – it’s 
a really easy way to upload records. Alternatively the 
online submission form for the Atlas can be found here: 
http://records.biodiversityireland.ie/submit_records.php

My own focus over the last few months has been trying 
to fi ll some gaps in the otter distribution map. The wet 
summer made crawling around under bridges more 
diffi cult than usual, but happily the otter appears to be 
doing well and I was able to fi nd spraints or footprints 
almost everywhere. 

One species that is certainly on the bounce is the 
pine marten. Much has been written of the interesting 
dynamics at play between this species and the red and 
grey squirrels. Unfortunately the resurgence of the pine 
marten is raising some concerns as well. The species is 
an omnivore with a Catholic diet and will adapt according 
to what is available both seasonally and geographically. 
This can bring it into confl ict with poultry owners and 
game keepers. Its tendency to nest in attics can bring it 
into confl ict with home owners. NPWS have worked with 
the Vincent Wildlife Trust to produce information leafl ets 
for homeowners and game keepers which we hope will 
help minimise and manage these confl icts. Leafl ets can 
be downloaded here: http://www.npws.ie/publications/
leafl ets or are available from Biodiversity Unit, NPWS, 7 
Ely Place, D02 TW98.

Dr Ferdia Marnell
NPWS Scientifi c Unit

Whales and 
Dolphins
The fi ve month period May-September is when IWDG 
receive the majority of cetacean sighting records each 
year and 2015 has been no different. There is a tendency 
to interpret this large volume of records as an indication 
of abundance of animals during the summer period, but 
this would be a mistake, as it merely refl ects a large 
increase in observer effort during summer, when people 
interested in wildlife and recording enjoy longer days, 
have more free time and there is a general movement 
of people towards the coast. All these factors combine 
to make summer a peak period for sighting reports, but 
this should not be interpreted as a peak period for the 
actual animals.

The standout sighting of 2015 to date has been the 
solitary Beluga whale off Dunseverick, Co. Antrim, on 
July 30th. Yes, in case you think this is a typo, we’re 
talking the small white whales that regularly get eaten 
by polar bears. What sets the sighting of this rarely seen 
Arctic vagrant apart from two other sightings: Clare 
Island, Co. Mayo, September 1948; and Cork harbour, 
June 1988; was that this one could be validated with 
both images and video. Subsequent sightings suggest 
it may have remained in the North Antrim area for a 
further 24 hours but poor weather made it impossible 
to track this animal’s movements over the following 
days. What happens to these polar vagrants is unclear, 
but we feel it’s unlikely that it would have been able 
to make the return journey to high Arctic latitudes.

The other noteworthy development has been the 
busiest season yet for our most iconic whale species, 
the humpback whale. IWDG’s Nick Massett has in recent 
years been recording increasing humpback activity off 
the Slea Head/Blaskets area of Co. Kerry, but this year’s 
activity is without precedent. Since their fi rst sighting 
on May 2nd, humpback whales have been observed 
on 63 days. From 16 research trips out in his RIB, Nick 
has had re-sightings of eight animals seen in previous 
years on his patch and sightings of an unbelievable 29-
33 new humpbacks. On a number of trips out during 
September/October, Nick and his team counted upwards 
of a dozen humpback whales. If we supplement these 
Kerry sightings with West Cork animals documented so 
far in 2015, we are potentially looking at doubling the 
Irish humpback whale catalogue in one season. This is 
a most important development.

On Strandings…
There have been plenty of stranding records submitted 
between May 1st and September 30th – 58 dead animals 
(anything from a carcass to a live stranded cetacean 
which subsequently died) and 10 ‘live’ strandings (where 
the animal(s) are refl oated and not seen again). 

Total numbers of live strandings have been high, 
with 17 records received during these fi ve months. 
Whether for reasons of topography or otherwise, the 
Mullet Peninsula, Co. Mayo, and Cloghane, Co. Kerry, 
stand out as areas where mass cetacean stranding are 
frequently recorded.

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

Humpback whale pair foraging off Wild Bank, 
Dingle Bay, September 2015 © Padraig Whooley
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There are nine species of bat listed as resident on 
the island in the 2014 publication Irish Bats in the 
21st Century by Bat Conservation, with an additional 
two species listed as possible vagrant. Twenty years 
previously in O’Sullivan’s Irish Naturalists’ Journal 
publication only seven species of bat was listed. This was 
before the common pipistrelle, Pipistrellus pipistrellus, 
was split into two distinct species (soprano pipistrelle, 
P. pygmaeus). 

The Nathusius’ pipistrelle was only recorded for 
the fi rst time in Northern Ireland in 1996 by Jon Russ. 
Since then it has been confi rmed a resident species for 
Northern Ireland but the full extent of its occupation 
still remains a mystery in the Republic. A major push 
was undertaken this summer by Dr. Emma Boston, 
Quercus, and the Nathusius’ Pipistrelle Working Group 
to try to catch a specimen in the Republic using a bat 
lure (electronic device that plays bat social calls in order 
to attract individual bats) and a harp trap. Ten trapping 
nights were completed in areas where this species has 
been recorded previously on a bat detector. While this 
worked well for catching other bat species, no Nathusius’ 
pipistrelles were caught. However Nathusius’ pipistrelles 
were confi rmed to have been fl ying in the location at a 
number of surveying sites during the trapping nights 
on static recording devices, so perseverance may be 
the order of the day.

The Brandt’s bat, Myotis brandtii, record consists of a 
single individual bat that was found in Wicklow National 
Park, unfortunately dead, in 2003, and sent to the UK 
for DNA analysis by Enda Mullen. This was confi rmed as 
the fi rst offi cial record for this species on the island and 
sparked off concerns that this species may be resident 
but had been overlooked by bat workers. The whiskered 
bat Myotis mystacinus and the Brandt’s bat are very 
similar in morphology and habitat requirements and 
cannot be distinguished based on echolocation calls 

alone. Extensive survey work completed by the Centre of 
Irish Bat Research (CIBR) in 2008 and 2009 concluded 
that this species is not resident.

The 11th species is a single male specimen of Greater 
horseshoe bat Rhinolophus ferrumequinum recorded 
in Co. Wexford in the winter of 2012 by Paul Scott. This 
individual was ringed with the fi rst offi cial bat ring for 
Ireland (No. 001IRL). While he was recorded again in 
2013, there have been no sightings since. 

The Noctule bat, Nyctalus noctula, and the Barbastelle 
bat, Barbastellus barbastllus, were reported by visiting 
bat workers to be present in the 1990s. Both records were 
based on echolocation recordings from locations in Cos. 
Dublin and Galway respectively, but no individuals were 
captured to confi rm identifi cation. Because subsequent 
European atlases reported the two species to be present 
on the island, researchers in CIBR undertook a study in 
2010 to determine the status of the species. This involved 
extensive fi eld work and a review of the library of Leisler’s 
bat, Nyctalus leisleri, echolocation calls recorded by the 
Car-based bat Monitoring Scheme in Ireland, which 
produces a similar echolocation call to Noctule. The 
study concluded that both species are currently absent 
from Ireland. 

However, with climate change and potential changes 
to habitats (e.g. the recolonisation of woodpeckers of 
the east coast of Ireland may create suitable roosting 
sites for Noctules in years to come) it is important to 
always remain vigilant. Climate change modelling of 
European Bats indicate a possible north-east movement 
of bat species across Europe, with Ireland, Britain and 
Scandinavia becoming suitable for currently non-resident 
bat species. Continuous re-assessment of the status 
of resident species as well as monitoring for potential 
vagrants is recommended and should be ongoing. 

Dr Tina Aughney, 
Bat Conservation Ireland

Birds
The last issue focussed in depth on the recently 
published Bird Atlas 2007-2011. Most readers would 
presume no more bird mapping/atlasing/censusing 
would be needed for quite some years... yes, you can 
feel the ‘but’ coming. In this case, the ‘but’ refers to 
Ireland’s breeding seabirds. The Atlas does cover the 
basic distribution and range changes on a 10 km2 
basis though actual counts of these typically colonial 
species (we have 24) are lacking. Seabirds have their 
own census cycle and they are tackled on a national 
scale together with our partners in Britain, on a 
15-year basis. The last full census was the Seabird 
2000 project, which covered virtually all our coast 
and islands in a 5-year window, 1998 to 2002. This 

work included the fi rst quantitative assessment of our 
nocturnal, burrow/crevice nesting species of petrels and 
Manx Shearwater populations and a novel pre-breeding 
survey of Black Guillemots.

The new survey, presently nick-named Seabird 4 
(the 4th national assessment), kicked off with a ‘Phase 
1’ this summer, and funding permitting, will continue 
for another three years. The survey work was shared 
between NPWS regional staff and BirdWatch Ireland, 
with the aim of covering the ‘classic’ cliff-nesting species 
at 30 key sites, the majority of which comprise SPAs. 
Amongst those covered were Horn Head and Tory Island 
in Donegal, Aughris Head in Sligo, the North Mayo cliffs 
(including Downpatrick Head), Inishturk and Clare Island 
in Mayo, Inishmore in Galway, Cliffs of Moher and Loop 
Head in Clare, the Blaskets and Skelligs in Kerry, Cape 
Clear and the Old Head of Kinsale in Cork, Helvick Head 
and Dunmore in Waterford, the Saltees in Wexford, and 
along the east coast, Wicklow, Bray and Howth Heads, 
plus Ireland’s Eye and Lambay.

The counts were done in June, from clifftops and boats 
using stardardised methodology focussing on the four 
most abundant species: Fulmar, Kittiwake, Guillemot 
and Razorbill. Other species were covered when time 
and conditions permitted. The four species split in two 
groups. Fulmar and Kitiwake showing 12% and 33% 
declines over 15 years, consistent across all regions 
except for stability in the Kittiwakes of the southwest and 
Fulmars of the Midwest. To the contrary, both auks have 
increased nationally, with Guillemots 30% up and 19% 
up; the pattern is not regionally consistent with stability 
in Guillemots in the northwest and east and Razorbills 
stable in the northwest and southwest, declining in 
the midwest but these are more than compensated 
by large increases along the south and east coasts. For 
completeness, we counted 21,937 Fulmar sites (pairs), 
22,179 Kittiwake nests and 174,980 Guillemots and 
32,581 Razorbills (both counts of individuals).
Roll on 2016 for Phase 2!

Steve Newton
BirdWatch Ireland

Greater horseshoe bat © Martin McKenna

Bats
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S AV E  T H E  D AT E !  J U N E  1 1 - 1 2 T H  2 0 1 6

Bioblitz is a scientific race against time to record as many species 
as possible over a 24-hour period across four or five different 
sites. Teams of recorders at each site compete to be crowned 
champions of this biodiversity recording contest each year.

An entirely new and exciting ‘Island BioBlitz’ will be held on June 11th and 12th next year. 
This event will see some of Ireland’s inhabited islands compete to see which island can 
record the most species over the 24-hour period. 
 
The event will be part of a wider Island Natural Heritage Festival, with a whole programme 
of events to promote our natural heritage.  Details of the event will be announced later, 
but make sure to mark your diary for Island Bioblitz 2016. 

 BioBlitz  Island


