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Editorial 

Welcome to the third issue of Biodiversity Ireland, the 
National Biodiversity Data Centre’s bulletin. I hope that the 
bulletin will open our eyes to some of Ireland’s biodiversity 

wealth – including the life in the undergrowth or underwater that is 
rarely seen. So in this issue, there is an article on marine molluscs, 
tales of parasitoid wasps, centipedes, and bats, profiles on Irish 
biodiversity research, and an introduction to Ireland’s wild orchids. 
Alongside this, there are pieces on the more well-known side of 
biodiversity including butterflies, birds, and whales and dolphins. 

Something that has struck me through editing this issue is the sheer 
wealth of our biodiversity and the lack of knowledge or national 
expertise. In the Biodiversity Tales section Chris Williams reports on 
a parasitoid wasp new to science from a turlough in Mayo while 
Roy Anderson reports on numerous species new to Ireland. How 
many new species are out there if we went looking? And not just 
new to Ireland but new to science?! The wasp has been named 
Mesoleptus hibernica and was described by taxonomists in London 
and Finland. But taxonomists, themselves, are a threatened species 
and it is estimated that there are a trifling 6,000 individuals left in 
the wild. While this decline in taxonomists will need to be addressed 
by universities (a zoo breeding programme not being the answer in 
this situation!), the Data Centre is making its own contribution by 
putting on a series of workshops on identifying Ireland’s biodiversity 
and these are detailed on the penultimate page of this issue. 

These workshops will help to increase Irish expertise and generate 
more information. However, the generation of information needs to 
be coupled with dissemination which brings us back to this bulletin. 
Constructive comments to improve Biodiversity Ireland are always 
welcome as are contributions, especially on groups that are poorly 
profiled.

Eugenie Regan - Editor

Chris Williams with a specimen of Tetanocera. The genus is host to a parasitoid new to science.
(Photo by Aengus McMahon)
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The pace at which the economic downturn is hitting Ireland is 
quite staggering. Few are immune to the effects of this downturn, 
both in a personal and professional capacity, and the only certainty 
in this regard is that we are all facing a very uncertain future. One 
direct consequence of this new reality is that all organisations 
need to become more focused on their objectives and target 
audience.  The National Biodiversity Data Centre is no exception to 
this, and I am acutely aware that as a new 
organisation, there is a particular need 
for the Centre to clearly articulate its 
role, to focus on service provision to 
its key partners and to provide value 
for money.

The primary role of the Data Centre is to 
make biodiversity data accessible to data 
users in a format that assists interpretation. This is 
a crucial and specialised role as biodiversity data are increasingly 
needed for decision-making in many aspects of public policy. We 
are fortunate that a great deal of biodiversity data exists in Ireland, 
and that there is immense value to be derived from making these 
data accessible. It is difficult to determine the exact number of 
existing biological records for Ireland, but it is probably in the 
region of 10 million records. For instance, there are 1.2 million Irish 
records alone on the UK’s National Biodiversity Network Gateway, 
and the Data Centre has recently reached agreement with the 
NBN for data sharing to ensure that these records can be used 
for decision making in Ireland.  Most of the 10 million records are 
generated by highly skilled recorders, often working in a voluntary 
capacity. By making these data available, the Data Centre is tapping 
into a resource that is worth tens of millions of euro to the state, 
thereby easily providing a return to the state on the investment 
made in establishing the National Biodiversity Data Centre.

The Data Centre, as a service provider, has prioritised its target 
groups for service delivery. First and foremost, the Centre is 
providing a valuable service to the biological recording community, 
without whose data and expertise, the knowledge of Ireland’s 
biodiversity would be greatly impoverished. 

The data management expertise provided by the Data Centre, 
and the production of a state-of-the-art web browser provide 
the tools to mobilise data for knowledge generation and transfer, 
thereby bringing added-value to the data and ultimately, assisting 
conservation. 

The second key target group for service delivery is the Department 
of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government, and its 
constituent bodies. There is a real and urgent need for biodiversity 
data to be available to assist the implementing of the EU 
Habitats and Birds Directives and to feed into the work of the 
local authorities, particularly in relation to strategic planning and 
development control. But there is an equally pressing need to 
provide scientifically valid baseline datasets and systematic survey 
data to track changes in the countryside; all the more pressing 
now as a result of climate change and the real threat posed by 
invasive alien species.  

The National Biodiversity 
Data Centre is a small 
organisation with a clearly 
defined role. It is putting 
in place the biodiversity 

informatics infrastructure Ireland needs, 
and contributing in a real way 
to building Ireland’s knowledge 
economy. When financial cutbacks 
are being considered it is essential that the decision makers see 
an investment in the National Biodiversity Data Centre as an 
investment in Ireland’s future infrastructure.

Dr. Liam Lysaght – Centre Director

The National Biodiversity 
Data Centre is putting 
in place the biodiversity 
informatics infrastructure 
Ireland needs, and 
contributing in a real 
way to building Ireland’s 
knowledge economy. 

Director’s 
Comment
Facing the challenge of
Ireland’s economic downturn
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How many species do we have in Ireland? Where are they? Where are the 

biodiversity hotspots? Is our biodiversity changing? What is changing the 

most? What are the rare species? Where are they? These are questions that 

are very difficult to answer when the data on our species is dispersed in 

many different places in many different formats from museum collections 

to theses in libraries, from hand-written notebooks to Excel sheets.

Here at the National Biodiversity Data Centre we are working towards answering these questions 
and providing public access to the data so that anybody can answer these questions at the touch 
of a button.

One of the first fundamental questions is how many species do we have? This simple question is very 
difficult to answer at the moment. Some of our flora and fauna has been checklisted (a scientific list 

of how many species are in Ireland) but a large portion hasn’t and the 
information is dispersed in the literature. However, the work that we’re 

doing at the Data Centre will eventually provide this information at 
the touch of a fingertip via the internet. At the Data Centre, we are 

working towards databasing all records for all species in the country. 
We are doing this in partnership with national 

and international experts. At present 
we are working on a National 

Vegetation Database, a Non-
Marine Molluscan Database, 

a National Moth Database, 
amongst others. This involves 

gathering all known records 
for a group of species and  
in most cases this information 

is dispersed throughout 
Ireland and Britain in 
notebooks, museums, 
etc. This task is hugely 
time consuming but 

once done will provide a 
foundation for developing Red 

Lists, identification of biodiversity 
hotspots and, simply, putting a 
number on what we have.

The next question is where is 
our biodiversity? Where are the 

hotspots? Through our online 
interactive mapping system, the 

framework has been put in place to 
answer this question. As more and 

more national datasets come on to our 
mapping system, these answers will be easily addressed through 

accessing our website. Through the mapping system you can choose to 
map one or many species against numerous background layers, including 

a map of Ireland, geology, soils, landcover, rivers and lakes amongst many 
others. At last, biodiversity mapping has entered into the 21st century!

Mobilising Ireland’s 
biodiversity data
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The National 
Biodiversity Data 

Centre is a hub for 
data exchange.

Dr. Eugenie Regan
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Once we have brought together all 
records for a group in one place, 
there are many applications of 
the data. For example, a suite of 
Red Lists will be developed on the 
basis of these databases. A Red List 
for Irish water beetles has been 
recently published. The Non-Marine 
Molluscan database is currently 
being utilised for the development 
of another Red List and hopefully 
this will be followed by moths and 
butterflies. 

Red Lists can tell us which species 
are decreasing and have become 
extinct but we also need to keep 
a close eye on a group of species 
that are expanding: invasives. The 
Data Centre has established and 
actively manages the National 
Invasive Species Database providing 
important information on the whereabouts and rate of movement 
of these species. Invasive species are a huge threat to our 
biodiversity and it is essential that this information is co-ordinated 
and disseminated in real time.

The Convention on Biological Diversity asks us to halt the loss 
of biodiversity by 2010. But how do we monitor changes in our 
biodiversity? The National Biodiversity Data Centre has set up 
two long-term projects that will provide rigorous scientific data to 
address this issue. 

They are the Irish Butterfly Monitoring Scheme and the National 
Moth Monitoring Scheme. The Irish Butterfly Monitoring Scheme 
follows the well-established methodology developed by Butterfly 
Conservation in the UK that is now being adopted by many 
European countries. The National Moth Monitoring Scheme works 
in partnership with the Rothamsted Insect Survey and aims to 
have a network of moth monitoring traps at numerous sites across 
the country. Butterflies and moths are the focus of this work as 
they respond rapidly to environmental change, are relatively easy 

to identify and have sufficient 
number of species to show 
trends.

Biodiversity data can also 
be used to monitor changes 
in habitats. Standardised 
habitat description is needed 
to compare habitats in 
different parts of the country 
and the same habitats over 
time. A National Vegetation 
Classification Scheme has long 
been needed in this country. 

We are taking the first step towards this by inputting available 
vegetation data into a National Vegetation Database. This data 
is being gathered from digital sources as well as paper records, 
Ph.D. theses, and notebooks. This work is hugely time-consuming 
and repetitive but will provide an essential foundation for the 
development of vegetation science in Ireland as well as habitat 
monitoring.

The National Biodiversity 
Data Centre will not only 
gather, analyse and make 
public biodiversity data but 
also be a hub for biodiversity 
data exchange between 
governmental organisations, 
NGOs, universities and 
voluntary field clubs. The 
Joint Irish Cetacean Database is an example of this where data 
will feed from various different organisations into a joint database 
hosted by the Data Centre. Each organisation will have complete 
ownership and manage their own datasets but by having one joint 
database, a single overview of whale and dolphin data pertaining 
to Irish waters is possible. At the touch of a button, the gaps in our 
knowledge can be identified and each group can make effective 
conservation decisions based on their own data as well as other 
people’s data. 

The Data Centre will also promote training and the professional 
development of the biological recording community in Ireland 
by delivering a programme of training workshops with relevant 
experts.

They say that no man is an island and the work at the Data Centre 
could not happen without working in close partnership with 
numerous people and organisations. To name a few of our funders, 
partners and supporters: the Heritage Council, the National Parks 
and Wildlife Service, Northern Ireland Environment Agency, Central 
Fisheries Board, the Environmental Protection Agency, Botanical 
Society of the British Isles, Butterfly Conservation, and the Centre 
for Environmental Data and Recording in Northern Ireland.

The Data Centre is beginning to mobilise biodiversity data from 
shoe boxes, cupboards, theses, museums, and libraries allowing 
instant access to this information for the public. By mobilising 
these data, we can start to see the whole picture – a synthesis of 
Ireland’s biodiversity. This is one important step to take if we are to 
face and tackle our biodiversity issues.

International Data National Data NGO Data

Mobilising biodiversity data. Much of 
Ireland’s biodiversity data is hidden in archives, 
museums, and libraries. The development of 
digitised datasets that are instantly accessible 
via the internet will mobilise our data and allow 
many more applications of the data as well as 
aiding conservation.

the gaps in our 
knowledge can be 
identified and each 
group can make 
effective conservation 
decisions based
on their own data
as well as other 
people’s data. 

Policy  |  Research  |  
Pu

bl
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Mapping 
the marine 
molluscs of 
Ireland
Dr. Julia Nunn

The mapping of the marine Mollusca for the island of Ireland is an 
initiative undertaken by myself, largely over the years as a personal 
private project, with help of Shelagh Smith, Bernard Picton (National 
Museums Northern Ireland) and Dave McGrath (Galway-Mayo 
Institute of Technology). More recently, I have been lucky enough 
to be given some time during my day job with the Centre for 
Environmental Data & Recording at the National Museums Northern 
Ireland to complete the work.

Molluscs, because of their ease of capture, edibility and beauty 
have long been important to mankind. They are one of the most 
successful of the animal groups, with about 110,000 species known 
to science, most of which are marine. They also exhibit an enormous 
range in size; from species which are almost microscopic to the 
largest of all invertebrates the giant squid which can weigh 270 kg 

and measure up to 12 m long 
in the body, with tentacles as 
much as another 50 m in length. 
Many species are common 
and many more are beautiful. 
Most species secrete a shell of 
some sort. These shells are long 
lasting, and have been collected 
by human beings for thousands 
of years. Some of these shells, 
and the pearls which come 
from oysters (which are also 
molluscs) may be among the 
earliest forms of money. 

Molluscs are more commonly known as slugs, snails and bivalves. 
Most seashells are molluscs, as are octopus, squids, chitons (coat-
of-mail shells), and limpets. Many of the marine bivalves are of 
commercial importance as a food source throughout the world, 
including clams, cockles, oysters, razor shells, scallops and mussels. 
There are perhaps more than 2,000 species of mollusc to be found in 
the waters around the islands of Britain and Ireland.

The most recently published checklist for the marine Mollusca of 
Ireland was as far back as 1900 by A.R. Nichols, former keeper of 
Natural History at the National Museum of Ireland in Dublin. In 1992, 
I began to update and extend this checklist, and to compile an atlas 
of the species distribution. 

The region chosen for study is within 55° 30’N to 
50° 30’N and 05°W to 16°W.  The choice of area 
was a practical one – it should be one which could 
comfortably be viewed on a standard computer 
screen! Fortunately, it encompasses the inshore 
and most of the offshore waters around the island 
of Ireland, omitting only deeper offshore waters to 
the north-west and south. Each recording ‘square’ 
is 6’ x 12’ (about 11 km square, so close to the 
traditional 10 km terrestrial recording unit) - and 
there are potentially 2,750 ‘squares’ for recording 
marine molluscs in the area!!

There is a clear requirement for uniform coverage 
and recording effort to avoid an apparent 
impression of relative rarity for a given species. It 
was therefore a priority to try to cover as much 
as possible at least of the shores. Fieldwork had 
previously been carried out by us from the early 
1970s to 1991 e.g. Galway Bay, Sherkin Island and 
the north coast. Since the inception of this project, 
major surveys took place all around the coast of 
Ireland, primarily between 1992 and 1999, but are 
still continuing to date – recording never stops! 

Historical and other records were also obtained 
from National Museum collections, other major 
surveys (including Northern Ireland Littoral and 
Sublittoral Surveys, BioMar in the Republic, Biomôr 
& SWISS in the Western Irish Sea), government 
departments, agencies, universities, consultants, 
private individuals, and societies. A bibliography 
of over 2,000 references for marine molluscs in 
Ireland has been compiled from the literature 
sources consulted. 

All the records have been incorporated into a computer database 
Marine, which will generate the distribution maps. This database was 
created by Bernard Picton and made available to me by him and the 
Ulster Museum in 1995. It already held many mollusc records, both 
from Museum surveys and his personal records. In 2000, the former 
Environment & Heritage Service and NPWS jointly funded a new 
personal computer on which this database and associated project 
information could be held, for which I am grateful. 

The Mollusc Database, as of 15th January 2009, includes 113,915 
distributional records for the island of Ireland and offshore waters 
(both live records and shells only). Of these, more than 40,000 
records were obtained from over 1,750 site visits by fieldwork since 
this project began in 1992. There are still many records to be added 
– and of course, new surveys are always being commissioned. 
I would certainly welcome more datasets for any molluscan species.

From these records, a provisional checklist has been compiled of 904 
taxa (live/dead, all dates), with an additional 72 species of uncertain 
status. Several species have been newly found live to Ireland, many 
old records updated and new distributional records established. 

This work is a snapshot - there will be no attempt to provide temporal 
or abundance data. Maps display distribution clearly. As distribution 
is limited by physical factors to which the physiology of the animals 
respond, maps are likely to reflect environmental conditions. 

Molluscs, because of 
their ease of capture, 
edibility and beauty 
have long been 
important to mankind. 
They are one of the 
most successful of the 
animal groups, with 
about 110,000 species 
known to science
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There is a clear requirement for 

uniform coverage and recording 

effort to avoid an apparent 

impression of relative rarity

for a given species

Nonetheless, the distributions of 
offshore species where there is 
less exhaustive coverage have 
to be treated with caution – 
the distribution map (fig. 1) 
for the sea butterfly Limacina 
retroversa for example, clearly 
shows the cruise patterns of the 
survey vessels! The cover photo 
of this edition of Biodiversity 
Ireland shows a related sea 
butterfly species.

It is unlikely that all the records will be made available directly to the 
public through the internet in the immediate future. However, many 
in the public domain can be accessed through the NBN Gateway 
(www.searchnbn.net), and the full dataset can be consulted through 
myself or normal enquiries to CEDaR staff. 

More positively however, the data will be published as a web site, 
currently under construction – an interesting learning process. It will 
be hosted by HabitasOnline, the suite of web sites managed by the 
Department of Natural Sciences at the National Museums Northern 
Ireland, and accessed from www.habitas.org.uk.

The web site will contain:

• Historical background
• Ecology & description of coast & sublittoral 
• Photographs and descriptions of marine biotopes in Ireland
• Photographs for over 200 marine molluscan species
• Text and distribution map for each species
• Summary taxonomic list for marine Mollusca
• Gazetteer for sites
• Bibliography for marine Mollusca in Ireland

An example of the type of page for each species is shown above.
When the site is posted, you will be the first to read it here!

Images (clockwise from top right)
Rossia macrosoma (Bernard Picton),
Janolus cristatus (Claire Goodwin),
Limpet Patella vulgaris (Shutterstock.com) 
Aplysia punctata (Bernard Picton),
Mussels Mytilus edulis (Shutterstock.com)

Fig.1 Sea Butterfly Limacina retroversa distribution map A sample page from the website currently in development 
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Counting 
butterflies all 
over Europe
Chris van Swaay
Dutch Butterfly Conservation
Butterfly Conservation Europe

Since the start of the first Butterfly Monitoring Scheme in the 
United Kingdom in 1976, butterfly monitoring has expanded 
all over the continent. At present there are schemes running in 
fourteen countries (Figure 1) and many others have just started or 
plan to do so. These schemes bring in more than 2,500 transects, 
mostly counted by volunteers, counting more than 40,000 km per 
year (which is once around the world!). The main objective of 
these schemes is to gather information on the status of butterflies 
in order to monitor trends. 

There are significant information gaps in our knowledge of 
biodiversity and how it may respond to climate change and land-
use change. The European Environment Agency has recommended 
butterflies as biodiversity indicators as part of the initiative to halt 
the loss of biodiversity by 2010.

From butterfly counts to a European indicator...
Everything starts with butterfly counts. What is nicer than to go out 
in warm and sunny weather to look for butterflies? 

Counting butterflies on transects comes close to making a nice 
walk (the average time to do a transect in the Netherlands is 
about 45 minutes). You have to record all butterflies 2.5m to your 
right, 2.5m to your left, 5m ahead of you and 5m above you. 
Counts are made between March–April and September–October, 
depending on the location in Europe (i.e. climate). The number 
of visits varies from every week in the UK and the Netherlands 
to three to five visits annually in France. Of course weekly visits 
may be demanding for some observers. It can be nice to have 
some other recorders around (e.g. from a butterfly working group 
or branch), so hard periods (illness, holidays) can be overcome.

After the fieldwork comes the important next step: getting the 
results to the co-ordinators. Until recently this was mainly done via 
paper forms, but nowadays computer software (e.g. TransectWalker 
in the UK) or online webinput (e.g. in the Netherlands) is replacing 
pen and paper more and more.

Combining the results of all the counts on all the transects results 
in indices and trends of each species in a country or region. If 
there are enough transects available, they can be combined in 
other ways on a smaller level. Figure 2 shows the differences in 
the trends for the grayling in the Dutch coastal dunes and inland 
heathlands. This tells us that this butterfly is doing bad everywhere 
in the country, but especially in the inland habitats. Also other 
interesting comparisons can be made, e.g. between a trend in and 
outside Natura 2000 areas or whatever combinations we can think 
of. Most Butterfly Monitoring Schemes produce their own overview 
of the main results, often in reports or papers.

As a next step we can combine the national trends to form a 
European trend. Figure 3 shows the European trend for the small 
copper and the chalkhill blue. Now we are only a small step away 
from an indicator. In an indicator we combine several species to tell 
us more about the changes we want to track. So far we have done 

this for grassland butterflies, combining seven 
widespread and ten specialist species (Figure 4). 
Sadly this indicator makes clear that grassland 
butterflies are declining a lot in Europe, with a 
decrease of more than 50% of the population 
size since 1990. The main reasons for 
this decline are the intensification of 
grasslands (especially in northwestern 
Europe) and abandonment (especially 
in Southern and Eastern Europe).

We all hope to expand the 
Butterfly Monitoring Schemes 
to new countries in Europe. 
It would greatly improve our 
knowledge on these highly 
interesting species.

Left: Small copper
(Chris van Swaay)
Right: Chalkhill blue
(Chris van Swaay)
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 BMS active

 BMS expected soon

Figure 1: Butterfly Monitoring Schemes in Europe
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Figure 2: Trend of the grayling Hipparchia semele 
in the coastal dunes and inland heathlands in the 
Netherlands
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Figure 4: European Grassland Butterfly Indicator
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Figure 3: European trend for the small copper Lycaena 
phlaeas and Chalkhill Blue Polyommatus coridon

The 17 species that make up the European Grassland Butterfly Indicator

7 widespread species: large skipper (Ochlodes sylvanus), orange tip (Anthocharis cardamines), 
small copper (Lycaena phlaeas), common blue (Polyommatus icarus), wall brown (Lasiommata 
megera), small heath (Coenonympha pamphilus), and meadow brown (Maniola jurtina) 

10 specialist species: dingy skipper (Erynnis tages), Lulworth skipper (Thymelicus acteon), 
red-underwing skipper (Spialia sertorius), small blue (Cupido minimus), large blue (Maculinea 
arion), dusky large blue (Maculinea nausithous), Adonis blue (Polyommatus bellargus), 

Mazarine blue (Cyaniris semiargus), chalkhill blue (Polyommatus coridon), and marsh 
fritillary (Euphydryas aurinia). 

The Irish Butterfly Monitoring Scheme was established by the National 
Biodiversity Data Centre in 2007 with the support of Butterfly Conservation 
in the UK and Butterfly Conservation Europe. The monitoring scheme started 

with only six transects in 2007. This increased to 39 transects in 2008 at 
which a total of 16,279 individual butterflies were monitored by volunteers. 
We hope to continue the success of the scheme in 2009 and plan to double 
the number of transects walked. A dedicated website has been established: 
http://irishbutterflymonitoringscheme.biodiversityireland.ie.

This website is a resource for volunteers with information on the transect 
methodology, butterfly identification, scheme forms, contacts and links to 
useful butterfly websites. If you are interested in monitoring butterflies in your 

local area and can commit to walking your transect once a week from April to 
September please contact Eugenie Regan at eregan@biodiversityireland.ie. 



Biodiversity tales
  Marines
  Invertebrates 

Dive in to conservation. For many people 
our marine life is out of sight and out of mind. 
Joe public might be surprised our, admittedly 
rather less than tropical, waters support a 
wide range of fascinating sea creatures: soft 

corals such as the attractively named ‘dead 
men’s fingers’ Alcyonium digitatum jostle for 
space with violently coloured sea slugs and 
sponges. Yet surveying and monitoring the 
health of our marine environment is costly 
and time consuming, and consequently we 
have far less information on it than terrestrial 
habitats and species. 

That’s where volunteer divers come in. 
Seasearch harnesses the ability of the hardy 
souls who venture into our waters to collect 
information on what they are seeing on their 
dives. Any qualified diver can participate in 
the project, no prior experience is required 
as all survey and marine biology training is 
provided.  Divers complete a simple form 
which gives details of the species and 
habitats they have encountered. One of the 
main targets in Northern Ireland last year 
was surveying seagrass Zostera marina 
beds. These are an important habitat, 
providing nursery areas for species such as 
flat fish, and camouflage for seahorses and 
pipefish. No seahorses have been spotted 
yet, however, large numbers of pipefish, 
particularly the snake pipefish Entelurus 
aequoreus, were seen. The long snouted 
seahorse Hippocampus guttulatus has 
been recorded as far north as the Shetland 
Isles and may well occur in Northern 

Ireland. There are possible sightings from 
Carlingford Lough, and Ballyhalbert on the 
Ards peninsula, Co. Down. Seasearchers will 
continue hunting for it during 2009. Divers 
also took quadrat measurements of Zostera 
shoot density and height to help monitor 
seagrass bed health, and mapped the 
outline of beds in Strangford Lough. 

Seasearch is a 
UK wide project 
which has been 
running in Northern 
Ireland since 2004. 
This year the Irish 
Underwater Council 
will start a Seasearch 
programme in 
the Republic of 
Ireland (details to 
be released at their 
dive conference in 
March). 

More volunteers are always needed: 
contact Claire.goodwin@gmail.com for 
information on Seasearch in Northern 
Ireland and Adrienne Mockler cftscientific@
gmail.com regarding the project in the 
Republic of Ireland. See www.seasearch.
co.uk/northernireland for more information.  
Claire Goodwin.

  Invertebrates

Ireland’s Invertebrates – new finds in 2008. 
The year saw a number of new records for 
Ireland, almost all relating to aquatic beetles.   
The best find was by Eugenie Regan and 
Stephen McCormack, of Ochthebius poweri 
a rare beetle of coastal seepages, from 
Ballydowane in Co. 
Waterford (featured 
in the last issue of 
Biodiversity Ireland).  It 
was previously known 
from seepages in 
south-west Britain and 
Iberia.  

Brian Nelson published a record of 
the semi-aquatic weevil Bagous 
lutosus in a seasonally flooding 
wetland at Carrickslavan in Co 
Leitrim.  The Bagous species feed on 
aquatic or emergent vegetation but 
cling strongly to this and play dead 
if knocked off.  It requires persistence 
and a lot of luck to find them so 

most are considered rare.  Bagous lutosus is 
endangered in Britain and rare in Europe.  In 
the same paper Brian introduced the weevil 
Stenopelmus rufinasus to the Irish List.  This 
one has an interesting history.  It is native 
to North America where it feeds on the 
water fern Azolla beloved of pond-keepers.  
Stenopelmus is often used as a biological 
control for Azolla when it becomes rampant, 
and has thus spread worldwide.  The odd 
thing is that the Irish site, Lough Skale in 
Co. Fermanagh, is about fifty miles from the 
nearest known Azolla site.  So, Stenopelmus 
is likely to be breeding elsewhere, probably 
in eastern counties where Azolla is mostly 
found.

An uncommon fully aquatic beetle Agabus 
melanarius, was taken new to Ireland by 
Brian at relatively high altitude in Lough 
Atona, Cuilcagh, Co. Fermanagh.  This 
presents another conundrum as it occupies 
woodland pools in Britain, so why in a 
mountain tarn in Ireland?  

Other beetles added to the List during the 
year include: Byrrhus arietinus a montane 
pill beetle found on Little Sugarloaf, Co. 
Wicklow, Slemish, Co. Antrim and Slieve 
Donard, Co. Down (Roy Anderson); Epuraea 
distincta a sap beetle found on bleeding 
bracket fungus at Derryadd, Co. Armagh 
and Rostrevor, Co. Down (Roy Anderson and 
Keith Alexander); and the tiny snout weevil 
Malvapion malvae on mallow at Portrane, 
Co. Dublin (Roy Anderson).  

Readers may also be interested to hear that 
the marsh beetle Prionocyphon serricornis 
was re-discovered by Garth Foster at its 
only Irish site in Powerscourt Demesne, Co. 
Wicklow.  

Mediterranean woodlouse, Acaeroplastes melanurus (Roy Anderson)

A Seasearch diver encounters a plaice in Red Bay seagrass bed. (Claire Goodwin)
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This beetle spends its larval life in jam jar-
sized pools in the twisted roots of beech 
trees, emerging briefly as the adult in 
spring.  A survey of beech ‘pools’ in Northern 
Ireland now suggests it is a widespread but 
overlooked species across Ireland.  

And finally, the rare Mediterranean 
woodlouse, Acaeroplastes melanurus, 
known from Howth Head, Co. Dublin but with 
only one live record since 1935, has recently 
been shown to be holding its own on the 
southern cliffs (Roy Anderson).  Its presence 
at Howth, with nearest localities in the Côte 
d’Azur, is a prime biogeographical riddle!  
Just another unanswered question then!  
Roy Anderson.

  Centipedes

Centipedes, animals with a hundred feet.  
Actually, no Irish centipede (or any others for 
that matter) has a hundred legs – nor even 
100 pairs since, in fact, all centipedes have 
an odd number of leg bearing segments.   
In those species recorded from Ireland the 
actual number of pairs varies between 15 
and 83, the most being in one of the long 
yellow species, Stigmatogaster subterranea 
(Haplophilus subterraneus). 

Centipedes are found in all sorts of places 
from the truly wild through to the urban 
garden and even sometimes indoors and a 
few live on the sea shore. Almost any time 
you turn over a log or large stone that has 
been there awhile (assuming it is not too 
dry or too wet) you have a good chance of 
seeing one.  They are generalist carnivores 
with a wide choice of food, usually anything 
smaller than themselves. Can they bite? – 
well, yes, the very largest of our specimens 
can just penetrate the skin with their poison 
claws giving a rather unexpected but 
relatively mild sting which soon goes away 
– but don’t try the same trick with the big 
ones from the tropics!

Records of centipedes 
in Ireland date back to 
the early years of the 
nineteenth century, 
odd records being 
added over the years 
with a flurry of activity 
and published records 
between 1890 and 
1920.  Further, often 
unpublished, records 
were made during the 
1980s by both Irish 
and British workers and 
when the Provisional 

Atlas of the Centipedes of the British Isles 
(which also showed Irish distribution as 
then known) was published, 22 species 
were listed of which one (Lithobius agilis) 
was very doubtful.  Subsequent activity 
brought more records and Martin Cawley 
of Sligo added seven more names to the 
Irish centipede fauna so that today, along 
with some other new ones, we are looking 
at 31 definitely recorded types, quite a 
manageable number for anyone starting 
work on them.  This list compares with Great 
Britain where there are about 50 recorded, 
about 40 for the Netherlands (1995) and 42 
for Brittany & adjacent areas (2008).  So far, 
all the Irish species have been also recorded 
in Britain but it is quite possible that, not 
only will further species be recorded, but 
that species not known in Britain or even 
new to science might turn up.

Why is their distribution of particular 
interest? Well, unlike most insects they 
don’t fly so there are questions about how 
they are dispersed, other than walking on 
their many legs – for instance, how far does 
human activity disperse them?  Also, they 
are much commoner in warmer areas of the 
world and our own species seem to have 
distribution patterns in which climate seems 
to be significant so climatic change could be 
reflected in changes in distribution (however 
they are dispersed).

Plans are in hand for a new Atlas of 
Centipedes for Great Britain and Ireland so 
further records or copies of records already 
held will be much appreciated. A new 
AIDGAP key to British Centipedes (which 
includes the Irish ones) has just been 
published and the Centipede Recording 
Scheme (tony@barber-jones.com) is more 
than willing to help with identification 
or verification of specimens collected by 
individuals, during surveys or at museums 
and biological recording centres (specimens 
preferably in 70% alcohol).  Tony Barber

  Wasps

Parasitoid wasp new to science turlough 
in Co. Mayo. As part of an EPA funded 
Ph.D. project, a number of turloughs were 
sampled for aquatic molluscs during their 
winter wet-phase. On the 16th January 
2006 during a routine mollusc collection, a 
small black marsh fly puparium was found 
at Ardkill turlough in Co. Mayo. Marsh flies – 
also called snail-killing flies because of their 
larval feeding-behaviour – often over-winter 
as puparia which float on or just below the 
water surface. Although providing protection 
from harsh winter conditions, puparia are 
still susceptible to attack from parasitoids as 
we were to discover when, on 6th February, 
an ichneumonid wasp emerged. 

Much teamwork ensued with the help of 
international experts. Dr Lloyd Knutson 
(Italy) determined the puparium to be 
Tetanocera arrogans Meigen and Drs 
Gavin Broad (The Natural History Museum, 
London), Ilari Sääksjärvi and Reijo Jussila 
(Finland) determined the ichneumonid to 
be a previously un-described species of the 
genus Mesoleptus. This is the first time a 
parasitoid species new to science has been 
discovered in the genus Mesoleptus in this 
country and there are only three species 
of this genus currently recorded for Ireland 
(Broad et al., in prep – available online). Of 
course the species does not become valid 
until it is described and published in a peer 
reviewed journal. However, we were asked 
to suggest a possible species name and we 
thought hibernica would be appropriate 
given its first occurrence here in Ireland. 

This story is interesting from a number 
of standpoints. Firstly, it shows just how 
much diversity is out there: even in a 
well-researched, relatively species-poor 
country, there are still species not yet even 
described (albeit for a notoriously difficult 
and not exactly charismatic taxon). Also, it 
shows that intensive research aimed at one 
particular group can easily lead to interesting 
results in another. We were interested in 
marsh flies and molluscs on turloughs both 
because of their ability to reduce populations 
of the mud snail Galba truncatula, the 
intermediate host of liver-fluke, and for their 
potential use as bio-indicators (Williams et 
al., in press – available online). This led not 
only to the discovery of a new parasitoid 
species, but also to information on its host 
and general ecology in a temporary wetland. 
Chris Williams and Mike Gormally,
Applied Ecology Unit, NUI, Galway.

Lithobius variegatus (Tony Barber)
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  Bats

Bat Monitoring in Ireland: Review of 2008  
 
All-Ireland Daubenton’s Bat Waterway 
Survey. BCIreland piloted the scheme 
throughout the island in August 2006. Since 
then it has gone from strength to strength. 
A total of 134 waterways (1km stretches) 
was surveyed in 2006. In 2007 199 waterway 
sites were surveyed by 189 volunteer teams 
in every county on the island.
In 2008, volunteers were requested to 

resurvey their waterway sites. A total of 
180 survey forms have been returned with 
surveys completed in all 32 counties across 
the island. The largest number of waterway 
sites surveyed in 2008 were located in 
County Wicklow (11 waterway sites), County 
Cork (11 waterway sites) and County Meath 
(11 waterway sites) followed by County 
Galway (10 waterway sites) and County 
Dublin (9 waterway sites). County Derry 
had the greatest increase in the number of 
volunteers participating in 2008 (5 waterway 
sites in 2007 to 8 waterway sites in 2008). 
The All-Ireland Daubenton’s Bat Monitoring 
Scheme, through the participation of 
dedicated volunteers, has surveyed a total of 
282 waterway sites (the equivalent of 282 
km of waterway) across the island greatly 
adding to our knowledge of the distribution 
of this species. 

The Brown long-eared roost monitoring 
scheme was also piloted in 2006. Funding 
was received from the NPWS for a three year 
programme (2008-2010). Over the three 
years, the principal aim of the scheme is to 
identify 50 roosts suitable for monitoring by 

either internal counts or emergence counts. 
Brown long-eared bats rely heavily on 
artificial roosts such as attic spaces. This 
species is described as a ‘fissure rooster’ 
maintaining constant contact with roof 
beams on both sides. As a result, brown 
long-eared bats are more frequently found 
roosting in the apex of the roof, in the angle 
between the ridge beam and the rafters or 
at the gable ends between stone walls and 
wooden beams.  In 2008, a total of 50 roosts 
was visited with 21 of these monitored 
(surveyed at least twice). Of the 54 roosts 
assessed to date (2007-2008), 25 have 

been deemed suitable for 
monitoring and will be 
monitored in 2009/10.

The Car-based Transect 
Monitoring Scheme in 
2008 involves driving a 
known survey route at 
24kmph (15mph) with a 
time expansion bat detector 
clamped to the open 
passenger door window. 
Each survey route (route 
length is 93km) consists 
of 20, 1.6km transects, 
separated by a 3.2km 
gap to prevent repeat 
encounters with the same 
bats. Sounds are recorded 
to minidisc. Minidisc 
recordings are analysed by 

BCIreland using Bat Sound software. 

The Car-based Transect Monitoring Scheme 
was also successfully completed in 2008. 
From a pool of 28 x 30 km squares across the 
island, a total of 27 squares was surveyed 
at least once in July and August of this year 
while 23 squares were surveyed twice.
Tina Aughney, Bat Conservation Ireland.

  Birds

I may as well start this note on an upbeat, 
optimistic note…..having just put the 
phone down on someone from Dublin 
hearing a chiffchaff singing this morning 
(28th January)…..does this herald the end 
of our coldest winter? I somewhat doubt 
it! Chiffchaffs are scarce winter visitors so 
I presume the bird was enjoying a sunny 
morning rather than a very early returning 
migrant from their usual Mediterranean 
wintering haunts. Territorial mistle and song 
thrushes are really getting going in their late 
winter ‘dawn chorus’ and are being joined 
by great tits. The corvids are also getting 
busy as last week I observed magpies nest-
building at my home near Roundwood 
(Co. Wicklow) and in Dun Laoghaire DART 
Station! Rookeries are busy places too at the 
moment.

January is the key month for monitoring 
our winter waterbirds, both in Ireland 
(through I-WeBS) and across Europe as 
part of the International Waterbird Census. 
Here in Wicklow we can report our best 
year for whooper swans at Kilcoole for 
many years (86 seen on 8th January) and 
on the nearby BirdWatch Ireland’s East Coast 
Nature Reserve at Blackditch, Newcastle, 
we are regularly supporting the Murrough’s 
Icelandic greylag goose flock (up to 350 
birds) and increasing numbers of waders 
such as (up to) 90 black-tailed godwits. The 
exceptional cold weather has apparently 
brought a large influx of lapwing and golden 
plover into ‘wet grassland’ sites across 
the country and counts of these or other 
waterbirds can be passed on to Helen Boland 
hboland@birdwatchireland.ie.

The Bird Atlas 2007-11 mapping project 
is approaching the end of the second 
winters’ recording ‘window’. Please get 
in touch with organiser Brian Caffrey  
(bcaffrey@birdwatchireland.ie) if you can 
help. Records of all species are needed and 
all you need to be able to supply is the 
identity of the 10km square in which they 
were seen.
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Wooper swans (John Carey)

Map showing the location of the 30 km squares surveyed in 2008: 
Red squares (surveyed twice), Blue squares (surveyed once) and 
White square (not surveyed).
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In 2009 the NPWS/BWI Chough Team are 
now regularly monitoring activity of this 
iconic corvid at three new SPAs on the west 
coast at Kerry Head, the Cliffs of Moher and 
in the Sligo/Leitrim uplands. This latter ‘site’ 
is unusual as it is an inland breeding area 
(e.g. on the spectacular cliffs of Benbulbin) 
but we are eager to see if there is a link 
with coastal habitats such as the dunes at 
Mullaghmore. Steve Newton, Birdwatch 
Ireland.

  Whales and Dolphins 

Although the reporting period September 
to January is outside the summer peak, the 
autumn and winter period is often the most 
interesting as this is when the large whales 
move inshore along the Irish south coast. 
We received 589 sightings in total. The most 
frequently reported species was, as always, 
the harbour porpoise (33%), followed by: 
common dolphin (17%), fin whale (14.7%), 
minke whale (11.3%), bottlenose dolphin 
(10%), and humpback whale (3.8%). It 
is remarkable that half of these species, 
comprising 30% of sightings were large 
baleen whales, reflecting the fantastic run of 
sightings between the Waterford and West 
Cork coast between October-December.   

It was clear by the end of October that it 
was going to be another excellent fin whale 
year, as they were seen every day we could 
get out.  But the humpback whale activity 
was without precedent, as we had daily 
encounters between 22nd November and 
15th December when they conveniently 
remained in the same area around Galley 
Head, Co. Cork.

At the start of this year’s photo ID project 
the Irish fin whale catalogue contained 42 
individuals and the Irish humpback whale 
catalogue seven. After analyses of images 
and associated data the fin whale catalogue 
is now at 62 an increase of 20 (47%) and 
the humpback whale catalogue is at ten.

Of the 62 fin whales, there was a very low 
“re-capture” rate which suggests a relatively 
large “open” population of fin whales. This 
is in sharp contrast to the humpback whales 
where six of the seven humpbacks in the 
Irish catalogue were re-sighted at least once 
off the West Cork and Waterford coasts.  This 
high re-capture rate suggests strong site-
fidelity and low numbers.  This important 
research was funded by the Heritage 
Council’s Wildlife Grants Scheme.

At the opposite end of the scale and country 
the big news was the unprecedented 
sightings of very large aggregations of 
bottlenose dolphins off the Antrim and 
Down coast in December. Photo ID will 
in time hopefully provide us matches that 
will tell us whether these are part of other 
known bottlenose populations within the 
British Isles such as Cardigan Bay, Wales or 
Moray Firth, Scotland.

The “big” sighting of the year was without 
question the confirmed sighting of a blue 
whale by Ivan O’ Kelly in offshore shelf-
edge waters off the Kerry coast on 15th 
September. This was remarkably followed by 
a 2nd confirmed sighting two days later by 
Dave Wall, IWDG from the RV Celtic Explorer 
along the north slopes of the Porcupine 
Bank.  

On the stranding front, the autumn and 
winter season between 1 September 2008 
and 28 January 2009 has been a relatively 
quiet but interesting time for strandings 
reported to the IWDG with 39 recorded 
incidents involving 40 animals of 10 
identifiable species. Not surprisingly, harbour 
porpoises and common dolphins were the 
two most frequently stranded.  

The interesting strandings included a 
stranded Cuvier’s beaked whale in Ballynakill 
Bay, Co. Galway on 22nd November and 
a pygmy sperm whale carcase was found 
near Sneem, Co. Kerry on 17th January 2009 
(this is only the seventh stranding record for 
a pygmy sperm whale in Ireland and the 
skeleton has been retrieved for the National 
Museum of Ireland - Natural History). One 
live stranding which attracted enormous 
media attention was that of a 19.7m female 
fin whale in Courtmacsherry Bay, Co. Cork 
on 15th January 2009. The whale died 
within a few hours of stranding, yet still 
attracted massive crowds (about 10,000 
people!). A post mortem was carried out 
by Joy Reidenberg, Associate Professor at 
Mount Sinai School of Medicine, New York, 
in conjunction with IWDG and UCC personnel 
and was filmed for National Geographic by 
Channel 4, which will be aired this summer 
to a global audience. The skeleton is being 
prepared for display locally in the Kilbrittain 
area.

We’d like to thank everyone who has 
reported a cetacean sighting or stranding 
to IWDG and would encourage anyone 
fortunate enough to see a whale or dolphin 
in Irish waters to complete an online form 
on www.iwdg.ie Pádraig Whooley &  
Mick O Connell, IWDG

Humpback no. HBIRl4 lunge feeding (Padraig Whooley)
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Biodiversity Research
The biodiversity of Ireland’s forests

Sandra Irwin & John O’Halloran – Dept. of Zoology, Ecology and 
Plant Science, University College Cork

The BIOFOREST (2001 – 2006, funded by EPA and COFORD)  
(http://bioforest.ucc.ie)  project aimed to gather data on 
biodiversity from a range of Irish forests and help to guide future 
land-use planning and forestry practices. It was a multi-institution 
project between University College Cork, Trinity College Dublin, 
and Coillte.

The project focused on Irish forest plantations (Sitka spruce and ash 
in pure stands) and concluded that these can make a significant 
positive contribution to biodiversity in the landscape if properly 
planned and managed, and may have a negative effect if not. 

The representative groups of biodiversity looked at were vegetation, 
birds, spiders, hoverflies and bryophytes and, interestingly, several 
common themes emerge from comparing different management 
recommendations identified for each taxonomic group. A few of 
these were:

 Choose improved grassland sites over semi-natural habitats 1. 
for afforestation. Plantations on improved sites result in 
lower impacts on vegetation, hoverfly and bird biodiversity 
compared with those established on semi-natural habitats 
such as wet grassland, heathland and bogs.

 Establish plantations in close proximity to semi-natural 2. 
woodland. This will facilitate the establishment of woodland 
plant species in plantations, and also would be likely to 
benefit other taxonomic groups with poor dispersal abilities, 
such as molluscs.

 Consider site biodiversity in context  3. 
of surrounding landscape. The 
biodiversity value of semi-
natural habitats is greater in 
areas of intensive agriculture, 
forestry or other highly 
altered landscapes. 
Such sites may support 
a high proportion 
of the animal and 
plant species in 
the landscape. 
Therefore, they should 
not be afforested. 

 
 

 

 

 A comprehensive national 4. 
survey and classification of 
grasslands. Site biodiversity 
cannot be adequately 
assessed in isolation from 
information about the ecological 
characteristics, abundance, and 
quality of similar habitats at 
the landscape, regional, and 
national scales. Such information 
is notably sparse and incomplete 
for grasslands in Ireland.

In total, 57 individual recommend-
ations were derived from the 
five distinct pieces of work within 
the project, addressing different 
aspects of forestry from strategic 
planning to localised planning and 
practice. These recommendations 
spanned five categories, according 
to the area of forestry activity they 
target: strategic forest planning; 
pre-afforestation site assessment; 
forest establishment; forest management and future research. 
The final reports from this project are available on the EPA’s 
website (www.epa.ie).

The requirements for future research outlined at the conclusion of 
BIOFOREST are now being addressed in the PLANFORBIO research 
programme (http://planforbio.ucc.ie). 

Benthic biodiversity of the Southern
Irish Sea – the HABMAP project

J. G. Wilson – Zoology Dept., 
Trinity College, Dublin 2, Ireland

The HABMAP project (2005-2007), a partnership between several 
organisations in Wales and Ireland (including the Countryside 
Council for Wales, Trinity College Dublin and UCC) and partly funded 

by the INTERREG IIIa, has produced working maps of the 
seabed of the southern Irish Sea using novel predictive 
techniques. The were two main components to 
the project: 

 1. Collection of new survey data and 
 2. Mapping seabed habitats using data
  collation and predictive modelling.

The Hen Harrier (Circus cyaneus), one of the species under study – Shutterstock.com
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Firstly, all existing physical data were gathered 
in a GIS map of the sea. Two survey cruises 
were carried out in 2005 to collect information 
about the depth and nature of the seabed 
and about the biology and sediments of these 
areas. These data were then combined and 
using predictive techniques, a single map 
of the physical environment and biotopes 
was produced for the entire area. These are 
currently the most detailed biotope maps 
covering this area and the maps utilise the 
available information in a way that has not 
been attempted previously.

A variety of different seabed features and biotopes (the seabed 
habitat and its associated organisms) were recorded. Infaunal 
survey work resulted in two new species being found in the Irish 

Sea (a spioniform worm and a 
pycnogonid), emphasising the 
fact that new discoveries are 
relatively frequent in the marine 
compared with the terrestrial 
environment.

This is the beginning of systematic 
survey work in an environment 
that we know very little about. 

The maps are intended to act as a guide for marine scientists. They 
have the potential to be used in a variety of activities including: 

• Conservation management
• Marine spatial planning
• Species checklists

Some of the work of the HABMAP project will be continuing over 
the next two years, during which time it is hoped to refine the 
biotope modelling, extend the maps to cover all Welsh waters, and 
apply the maps to practical problems such as sensitivity mapping, 
marine spatial planning and impact modelling. See their website 
for more information (www.habmap.org).

RV Celtic Voyager – one of the boats used during the HABMAP project (Marine Institute)

Solaster papposus CV Sampling

A variety of different 
seabed features 
and biotopes were 
recorded. Infaunal 
survey work resulted 
in two new species 
being found in the 
Irish Sea.



Biodiversity
Beginners –
Orchids
Brendan Sayers

Orchids have a bad reputation! Although 
famous for their intriguing life cycles 
involving symbiotic associations with 
microscopic fungi, their pollination 
mechanisms that can involve reward, 
deceit and promises of sex, species 
often exhibit so much variability 
that to ignore them is easier than 
to grasp them firmly. Yet the small 
group of 30 species to be found in 
Ireland is enough to tantalise and 
occupy your time and intellect for 
considerable periods and possibly 
a lifetime.

Found in a variety of habitats 
that include unimproved 
grasslands, marshes and 
fens, woodlands, heaths 
and dune slacks, orchids 
can be found in abundance 

or be so rare that they are protected under the Wildlife Act. A few 
species have a very specific habitat, like the miniature bog orchid 
(Hammarbya paludosa), which grows in water-filled runnels and 
sphagnum clumps on mountainsides and one can spend many 
years searching in what appears to be suitable habitat before 
being rewarded by a sighting. 

Dune systems are often a good starting place when searching 
for some orchids, especially systems that have wet depressions 
(dune slack) between them and more so if there is wet marshland 
inland. The microhabitats created by the dunes, their slacks and 
the poor seaward drainage give home to many species. Those 
that like their roots in well drained soils, such as the common 
spotted-orchid, the bee orchid and the pyramidal orchid will be 
found on higher ground. Those that prefer the 
exact opposite like the marsh helleborine and 
various species of marsh-orchid prefer the wet 
slacks and marshland. In intermediate habitat one 
will usually see a most perplexing mix of marsh/
spotted orchid hybrids that must immediately be 
dismissed from definite identifications, as their 
promiscuity in breeding is possibly the most 
notorious on the planet. It is only when 
one has many years experience that 
you should venture into the world 
of Dactylorhiza hybrids!

Identification of most Irish 
orchids is a relatively 
easy task and they have 
unique characteristics that 
isolate them from other 
species. There are two genera 
or groups, the fragrant orchids 
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Pyramidal orchid Anacamptis pyramidalis (Susan Sex)

Orchis mascula (Brendan Sayers)
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and the spotted and marsh orchids, that 
pose problems but it is a complex one that 
is keeping botanists behind their desks and in 
their laboratories as they seek to make field 
identification easier and not just a problem 
for amateur naturalists. Most publications 
devoted to British orchids also cover Ireland, 
and though often not really comprehensive in 
their accounts of Irish localities and habitats, 
they provide useful keys to identification. 
Most of the keys cover species that do not 
occur here so a little bit of sifting out of 
excess species is needed. Two books that are 
useful at giving detailed accounts of species 
and which have good identification keys 
are Orchids of the British Isles (2005) and  
Orchids of Scotland (1993). 

Primarily aimed at the novice, and here I blow 
my own trumpet, is Ireland’s Wild Orchids 
– a field guide. Illustrated with detailed 
watercolour paintings and photographs, all the 
species that occur on the island are covered. 
The keys are simple to use and, excluding 
the complex Dactylorhiza and Gymnadenia, 
anyone should be able to fit a plant to a 
scientific or common name. The book gives 
an indication of where species occur but these 
should only be used as a broad indication.

Recording of orchids on the island has been undertaken for 
centuries and the wealth of knowledge in herbaria, publications 
and field recorder’s records cannot be underestimated. However, as 
time has passed, so has our knowledge of orchids. Many species 

recorded in the past have been attributed to a single species that 
are now, with the almost obligatory use of molecular techniques, 
viewed as distinct species. So our records of fragrant orchids from 
the past do not always discern between the dense-flowered, 
common or heath fragrant orchid.

The quest for knowledge continues and an amalgamation 
of bodies plans a recording project co-ordinated by 
CEDaR (Centre for Environmental Data and Recording). 
This project will hopefully address the need to involve 
amateur ‘orchidologists’ in meaningful data collection, 
give a greater profile to orchids, many of which 
are indicator species of healthy habitats and map 
species with their current distributions on the 
island.

The Irish Orchid Society, though primarily involved 
with tropical species, does dedicate some time 
to fieldtrips with the exclusive aim of highlighting 
and identifying Irish orchids. Other possibilities for a 
helping hand are the naturalists and field clubs dotted 
around the country. Happy hunting!

Wild Orchids of Scotland (1993)

B. Allan & P. Woods, HMSO, Edinburgh.

Orchids of the British Isles (2005)

M. Foley & S. Clarke, Griffen Press Pub. Ltd. Cheltenham.

Irish Orchid Society, National Botanic Gardens, 

Glasnevin, Dublin 9 (snailmail only).

Ireland’s Wild Orchids – a field guide (2008)

B. Sayers & S. Sex, privately 

published.

Spiranthes spiralis (Brendan Sayers)

Dactylorhiza occidentalis (Brendan Sayers)

Dark-red helleborine Epipactis atrorubens (Susan Sex)
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Ireland’s Garden Birds 

How to Identify, Attract and Garden for Birds by Oran O’Sullivan 
& Jim Wilson. Collins Press, Cork. Price €18.

I did not like this book. I loved it! I can fully imagine it being 
whipped off the kitchen windowsill when anyone standing at 
the sink sees a bird in the garden and flipping to a bookmarked 
photo gallery on page 166. This is in fact a pictorial index that 
quickly brings the reader to the most likely birds and the page 
number of the species seen for confirmation and further details.  
I was very taken with the concept of this large colourful and no-
nonsense index as I either need stronger reading glasses or my 
arms are getting shorter, to allow me to read the very small print 
of the index itself. However, nobody buys a book for the index. It is 
subject matter that counts and here we have superb and detailed 
content treated in a practical and simple way that anyone can 
understand. And if they cannot, there is even a section on ‘using 
this book’ where the reader is told that it is written for people 
who enjoy garden birds but may know little about them and 
would like to know more. Technical jargon is avoided wherever 
possible and where some such terms are unavoidable, the writers 
obligingly include a short glossary of 42 terms used. I imagine that 
the writers are a bit more familiar with birds rather than gardens 
as this is entirely weighted toward the former with only a single 
reference to garden jargon.  

The book is in two parts, 
the gardens and birds. 
The gardens sections 
are ‘gardening for birds 
and wildlife’, ‘garden 
habitats’, ‘composting’, 
‘water butts’, ‘the bird 
gardeners’ year’, and 
‘feeding and caring for 
birds’.  A most useful 
feature is the ‘bird 
gardeners’ year’ where 
the reader is brought 
through each season 
on a month by month 
basis and the cycles of both bird and plant happenings are simply 
explained. What to plant, when to plant, how to plant and where 
to plant are all detailed with notes outlining the impact that these 
plants (including trees and shrubs) will have on various birds, such 
as will they be used as food or for cover or roosting purposes.   

The section on birds deals comprehensively with the 56 most 
likely birds to turn-up in your garden. Each species is described in a 
style designed to appeal to all and provides details of identification 
including females and juveniles where appropriate, status 
and abundance, feeding habits, songs and calls and breeding 
season facts even with designs for do-it-yourself nest boxes. 
These descriptions are enhanced with good quality photographs 
throughout. 

Slugs and snails are the bane of gardeners’ lives yet these are not 
mentioned in any way. Having seen too many dead song thrushes 
in pristine breeding plumage obviously having been poisoned from 
eating garden gastropods 
dosed with slug 
pellets, I feel that 
a cautionary  
note on this 
and safer 
control measures 
would have been 
appropriate. However, 
that which is there is 
exceptional and this is a 
snip at €18. No kitchen 
windowsill should be without 
one.  

Michael O’Meara

  Book Review
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Robin using Solanum jaminoides for cover (Michael O’Meara)                                    

Chifchaff (Micheal Finn)
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There is a fee of €20 for each course. 
Places are limited so advance booking 
and payment is essential. For further 
information please contact:
National Biodiversity Data Centre,
Beechfield House, WIT West Campus
Carriganore, Waterford.
Tel: 051 306 240
Email: info@biodiversityireland.ie

Identifying Bumblebees in the Field Andrew Byrne 23 May 2009 

An Introduction to Irish Spiders Myles Nolan 30 May 2009

Solitary Bee Identification Colm Roynane 6 June 2009

Butterfly Identification and Recording David Nash 20 June 2009

Recording of Priority Invasive Species Colette O'Flynn 11 July 2009

Micro-moth Identification and Pinning Ken Bond 18 July 2009

Beginners Guide to Slugs and Snails Roy Anderson 25 July 2009

Field Identification of Fungi Maria Cullen 12 Sept. 2009

Identifying and
Recording Ireland’s 
Biodiversity 2009
a series of workshops organised by the National Biodiversity Data Centre

The National Biodiversity Data Centre is hosting a programme of workshops to improve identification
and field skills of biological groups and raise standards of data collection and management.

W W W . B I O D I V E R S I T Y I R E L A N D . I E
National Biodiversity Data Centre

Logo Revison version 3a.1

Thursday 28th January 2009
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Biodiversity 
connections

Some current Irish recording projects 

ISCOPE –•  Irish Scheme for Cetacean Observation and Public Education – If 
you are interested in participating in recording whales and dolphins in 
Ireland, please contact the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group at www.iwdg.ie. 

National Invasive Species Database  • Invasive alien species can threaten our 
native biodiversity and the National Biodiversity Data Centre wants to know more 
about where eight of Ireland’s high risk invasive species are.  Please look out for the 
selected species and submit records of them to the Data Centre.  For more information 
on this all-Ireland survey visit: http://invasivespecies.biodiversityireland.ie    

Orchid Ireland • – The Centre for Environmental Data and Recording (CEDaR) 
in Northern Ireland are co-ordinating a project on Ireland’s wild orchids. For 
information about this project, please contact Damian McFerran Damian.
McFerran@nmni.com or see the website: www.habitas.org.uk/orchidireland/. 

Centipede Recording Scheme•  – Tony Barber of the British Myriapod and 
Isopod Group is working on an Atlas for the British Isles and Ireland. If you 
are interested in recording centipedes please get in contact with Tony at: 
abarber159@btinternet.com.

Upcoming national events

14-16 April 2009   Postgraduate Ecology Forum NUI, Galway www.pef.ie

22 May 2009   International Day for Biological Diversity

8 August 2009   Butterflies and Farming: a European perspective 
   National Botanic Gardens 
   http://www.botanicgardens.ie/news/events.htm

20-21 August 2009   3rd Annual Recorders’ Event 
   National Biodiversity Data Centre, Waterford

9-11 September  Soil Quality = Environment Quality? 
   BSSS-SSSI joint autumn meeting 
   Teagasc, Johnstown Castle, Wexford

6-7 October 2009   Restoring Priority Woodland Habitats in Ireland 
   Coillte, Claremorris

13-16 October 2009  Irish Landscape Conference – looking around, looking  
   ahead Tullamore - www.heritagecouncil.ie 

6-8 November 2009   1st All-Ireland Mammal Symposium
   Waterford Institute of Technology, Waterford

Useful resources – Irish insects
www.moths.ie

www.butterflyireland.com

www.habitas.org.uk/groundbeetles

http://waterbeetlesofireland.biodiversityireland.ie

www.habitas.org.uk/ladybirds

www.habitas.org.uk/dragonflyireland

www.habitas.org.uk/invertebrateireland

www.tcd.ie/zoology/research/bees

The National Biodiversity Data Centre is an initiative of the Heritage Council and is operated under a service level agreement by 

Compass Informatics. The Centre is funded by the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government.


