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Editorial 
The huge knowledge base and enthusiasm of Irish ecologists strikes 
me every time I sit down to work on a new issue of Biodiversity 
Ireland. Each time I marvel at the energy and enthusiasm of my 
fellow naturalists. Some achieve incredible projects within their 
spare time – see the article on Irish diatoms by graphic designer 
and part-time diatom expert, Leszek Wolnik – and others work 
untiringly through the public service – see the ‘Something fishy...’ 
article by Willie Roche who works in Inland Fisheries Ireland. Two 
really interesting articles reflecting the value of pooling knowledge 
and resources. And also the important contribution we can all make 
whether through work or our spare time.

We now have a large number of NGOs and volunteer groups 
working on nature conservation, including Bat Conservation Ireland, 
MothsIreland, BirdWatch Ireland, Dragonfly Ireland, the Irish Whale 
and Dolphin Group, Botanical Society of the British Isles – see the 
Biodiversity Tales section. This is something we should be extremely 
proud of. We are fast becoming top in the world for our biodiversity 
informatics and we are effectively pooling resources and sharing 
our knowledge to further the understanding of Ireland’s biodiversity 
(see the article on Ireland’s Biodiversity in 2010). Also, events such 
as Ireland’s BioBlitz are a real showcase for the knowledge and 
enthusiasm of Irish naturalists.

So the challenge for 2011 is to share that knowledge and 
enthusiasm. Whether it is through sharing knowledge so that 
conservation measures are more effective, teaching others our skills, 
or communicating the importance of our natural heritage – we can 
all play an important role in the conservation of Ireland’s wildlife.

Eugenie Regan - Editor
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2011 has been an exciting time for the 
National Biodiversity Data Centre. The start 
of the year saw the appointment by the 
Heritage Council of Dr. Mary Kelly-Quinn as the 
new Chair of the Data Centre. Mary is one of 
Ireland’s leading freshwater ecologists working 
as Senior Lecturer at School of Biology & 

Environmental Science at University College Dublin.  Her research 
interests include freshwater biodiversity and anthropogenic 
impacts on Ireland’s rivers. Mary is no stranger to the Data Centre 
as we have worked together on a number of initiatives in recent 
years, not least in re-establishing the Annual Freshwater Biologists’ 
meeting.  Her academic background allied to her knowledge of 
the biological recording community in Ireland, makes her well 
placed to lead the National Biodiversity Data Centre into the next 
phase of its development. 

On 23rd March the Centre was delighted to have 
Mr. Jimmy Deenihan, T.D., the new Minster for 
Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht launch two Data 
Centre publications; Ireland’s Biodiversity in 2010 
– State of Knowledge and Ireland’s Biodiversity in 
2010 – Knowledge Gaps. These documents present 
a strategic overview of Ireland’s biodiversity 
resource, carried out by a team of 26 of Ireland’s 
leading scientists. The State of Knowledge 
document outlines the large body of work that 
has been carried out in recent years in Ireland. It 
demonstrates the significant progress that has 
been made in expanding our knowledge base on 
Ireland’s biodiversity resource, a resource which 
the Department of Environment, Heritage & Local 
Government has estimated contributes at least 
g2.6 billion annually to the Irish economy. 

At the launch, Minister Deenihan highlighted the need to promote 
the benefits of Ireland’s biodiversity and in particular, promote the 
benefits of Special Areas of Conservation.  This is an important 
statement and perhaps signals a new emphasis on conservation 
policy in Ireland. Through the work of the Data Centre and others, 
the information and tools now exist to enable us to demonstrate 
the value of biodiversity, so this emphasis is warmly welcomed by 
the Data Centre.  

And despite a common media perception that biodiversity is often 
problematic and ‘gets in the way’ of development, there is an 
enormous interest in biodiversity amongst the Irish public and 
the Data Centre is continuing to promote biological recording to 
this audience. Biodiversity Spraoi is a fortnightly challenge where 
participant are encouraged to records species, perform an action 
that will benefit biodiversity, and learn about a star species. Plans 
for Ireland’s BioBlitz 2011 on 20th & 21st May are well underway. 
Five sites will be competing this year; Ballycroy National Park,  
County Mayo,  Dromore Nature Reserve, County Clare,  Killarney 
National Park, County Kerry,  The Raven Nature Reserve, County 
Wexford and Waterstown Park, South Dublin. With upwards of 
150 scientists participating in the event, this is fast becoming a 
very significant national event in celebration of International 
Biodiversity Day. 

Natural science has always been characterised by the willingness 
of volunteer recorders to collect information on wildlife in their 
locality. In recent years, this has become known as ‘citizen 
science’, and it is very much the backbone of what the Centre 
does.  The release of the Irish Pollinator Initiative and the Atlas 
of Mammals in Ireland surveys and websites seeks to mobilise a 
significant recording effort from volunteers and to generate high 

quality information on Ireland’s environment.
With the appointment of Jimmy Deenihan as Minister for 
Arts, Heritage and Gaeltacht, and  Dr. Mary Kelly-Quinn 
as chair of the National Biodiversity Data Centre, it 
is exciting times for biodiversity in Ireland. I very 
much look forward to working with them both 
to bring about a fresh and more progressive 
approach to the conservation of biological 
diversity in Ireland in the years ahead. 

Director’s 
Comment

From left: Mr. Conor Newman, Chair of the Heritage Council, Dr. Liam Lysaght, Director of the National 
Biodiversity Data Centre, Mr. Jimmy Denihan, Minister for Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, and Dr. Mary Kelly-
Quinn, Chair of the National Biodiversity Data Centre at the launch of Ireland’s Biodiversity in 2010.
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TITLE LEADER DATE VENUE TIME FEE OBJECTIVE TARGET AUDIENCE

Getting to know ants Dr John Breen (University of Limerick) 09 April 2011 National Biodiversity Data Centre 10am – 4pm €20 (includes lunch) To provide a general introduction to ants Beginners and intermediates

Ireland’s BioBlitz 2011 National Biodiversity Data Centre 20 & 21 May 2011

Ballycroy National Park
Dromore Woods
Killarney National Park
Liffey Valley Park, Waterstown
Raven Nature Reserve/Wexford 
Wildfowl Reserve

1700h – 1700h N/A
To find as many species as possible within 
each park over a 24 hour period

All

Identification of Irish crabs and crablike 
animals (in conjunction with GMIT)

Dr Dave McGrath (GMIT) 24 June 2011 GMIT, Dublin Rd, Galway 10am – 4pm €20 (includes lunch)
To provide an introduction to crustacea 
identification

Beginners

Bryophytes and lichens for beginners Christina Campbell (Trinity College Dublin) 25 June 2011 National Biodiversity Data Centre 10am – 4pm €20 (includes lunch)
To provide a general introduction to 
bryophytes and lichens

Beginners

Introduction to caddis larva identification Pascal Sweeney (Sweeney Consultancy) 16 July 2011 National Biodiversity Data Centre 10am – 4pm €20 (includes lunch)
To provide a general introduction to 
caddisfly larvae

Beginners and established recorders

Recording high impact invasive species  
(In conjunction with Killarney National Park)

Colette O’Flynn
(National Biodiversity Data Centre)

19 July 2011
Killarney National Park Education 
Centre, Knockreer House, Killarney, 
county Kerry

10.30am – 4pm €20 (includes lunch)
To raise awareness of invasive species and 
to contribute to the Invasive Species Survey

Beginners and established recorders

Recording high impact invasive species  
(In conjunction with Mayo County Council)

Colette O’Flynn
(National Biodiversity Data Centre)

21 July 2011 Macalla Hall, Lough Lannagh Village, Old 
Westport Road, Castlebar, county Mayo

10.30am – 4pm €20 (includes lunch)
To raise awareness of invasive species and 
to contribute to the Invasive Species Survey

Beginners and established recorders

Recording high impact invasive species  
(In conjunction with Teagasc)

Colette O’Flynn
(National Biodiversity Data Centre)

23 July 2011
Teagasc, St. Brendan’s House, 
Oxmanstowns Mall, Birr, county Offaly

10.30am – 4pm €20 (includes lunch)
To raise awareness of invasive species and 
to contribute to the Invasive Species Survey

Beginners and established recorders

Introduction to stonefly nymph identification
Dr Mary Kelly Quinn
(University College Dublin)

06 August 2011 National Biodiversity Data Centre 10am – 4pm €20 (includes lunch)
To establish a stonefly recording scheme in 
Ireland

Beginners and established recorders

Introduction to Irish aquatic  
and semi-aquatic bugs

Dr Brian Nelson
(National Parks & Wildlife Service)

13 August 2011 National Biodiversity Data Centre 10am – 4pm €20 (includes lunch)
To identify to species level so that records 
can be contributed to national recording 
scheme

Beginners and established recorders

Tracking Irish mammals –  
traditional and novel methods

Dr Pete Turner
(Waterford Institute of Technology)

03 September 2011 National Biodiversity Data Centre 10am – 4pm €20 (includes lunch)
To provide an introduction to mammal 
tracking

Beginners

Introduction to sphagnum identification 
(in conjunction with IPCC)

Dr Catherine O’Connell  
(IPCC)

15 September 2011 IPCC, Lullymore, county Kildare 10am - 4pm €20 (includes lunch)
To increase the knowledge of raised bog 
sphagnum species

Beginners and established recorders

Introduction to solitary bees
Dr Úna Fitzpatrick & Andrew Byrne
(National Biodiversity Data Centre)

01 October 2011 National Biodiversity Data Centre 10am - 4pm €20 (includes lunch)
To provide an introduction to solitary bee 
identification

Beginners 

Data Centre
events in 2011



Again this year, fi ve of Ireland’s magnifi cent state-owned properties will be vying for the title of BioBlitz 2011 Champions, with each site pitted against one another to see which property can fi nd most species.  From soaring eagles to the smallest bugs, teams of scientists and volunteers will comb the parks recording 
what they fi nd.

Participating this year will be:

• Ballycroy National Park, Co Mayo• Dromore Woods, Co Clare
• Killarney National Park, Co Kerry• Liffey Valley Park, Waterstown, Dublin 20• Raven Wood Nature Reserve/ Wexford Wildfowl Reserve, Co Wexford

If you are interested in volunteering for a particular site, please contact the National Biodiversity Data Centre for further details.

 Email: info@biodiversityireland.iePhone: 051 306 240
www.biodiversityireland.ie

I R E L A N D ’S

2 0 1 120 - 21st May (17.00hrs – 17.00hrs)
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Biodiversity Bingo is back!

Biodiversity Bingo launched last year, and returned for a three 
month run on the 11th April 2011.  Each fortnight the Data 

Centre will select 4 species from a range of taxonomic groups.  
All you have to do is spot those 4 species and submit your 
records using the online bingo submission form.  

The winner will be drawn from all valid entries. As a 
new addition, we’ll also be posting a star species 
each fortnight.  This is a chance to learn more about 
some of our most interesting Irish species, and to try 
and spot it in your locality.  We’ll also be posting a 
biodiversity action each fortnight.  These are things 
you can do in less than one day to make your garden, 
park or school more biodiversity friendly in 2011. Can 
you complete all 6 actions before the end of June? 

From April 11th get ready to get out and search for 
interesting species, learn to identify some new ones, 

and have fun helping biodiversity in your area.
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These questions and many more were 
discussed by top Irish scientists at a 
major meeting organised by the National 
Biodiversity Data Centre last August. 
For the first time, these scientists came 
together to produce on overview of 
the state of knowledge of Ireland’s 
biodiversity. So what did they find?

Known species  
numbers for Ireland

There are over 30,000 species of animals, 
plants and fungi known from the island 
of Ireland. Of these, the most speciose 
are the insects, non-insect invertebrates 
and fungi, with 11,422, 8,000, and 5,500 
species, respectively. 

Invertebrates, therefore, make up almost 
60% of our total biodiversity. This is in 
sharp contrast with the birds, mammals 

and plants (those groups that we are 
most familiar with) which account for less 
than 10% of our species. Invertebrates 
are the most overlooked aspect of our 
biodiversity yet they are integral to 
ecosystem functioning. One example of 
the economic value of the services that 
invertebrates provide is that of bees and 
pollination. A recent report documents 
that bees are worth g85 million per 
annum to the Irish economy.

Biodiversity yet  
to be recorded

But that is based on what we know. As 
Donald Rumsfeld famously said “There 
are known knowns. These are things we 
know that we know. There are known 
unknowns. That is to say, there are things 
that we know we don’t know. But there 
are also unknown unknowns. 

Proportion of assessed species under threat of extinction 
(data from the six IUCN Red Lists published to date)

How many species do we have in Ireland? Are 

there many species still to be recorded? Which 

groups are poorly understood? What groups 

are under threat of extinction?

Ireland’s biodiversity in 2010
Úna Fitzpatrick, Eugenie Regan & Liam Lysaght
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There are things we don’t know we 
don’t know.” For the known unknowns, 
Irish scientists estimate that there are 
over 10,000 species that are still to be 
discovered in Ireland, i.e. a quarter of 
our biodiversity is still undiscovered. Not 
surprisingly, these unknowns belong to 
the smaller, less popular groups such 
as the fungi, algae and invertebrates.  
And of course, there are also the 
unknown unknowns!

Conservation 
assessments

Of the groups that we do know, what 
is their conservation status? How are 
our species faring? And are many under 
threat of extinction? Ireland along with 
the other European countries committed 
to halting biodiversity loss by 2010. 
However, only 13% of our biodiversity 
has undergone a national conservation 
assessment. In other words, only 13% 
of species have been assessed for their 
vulnerability to extinction. How will we 
know if biodiversity loss has been halted 
if we don’t even know how many species 
we have? Or for those 31,000 that we 
do know of, how can we implement 
conservation measures if we don’t know 
which are under threat of extinction? 
In order to halt biodiversity loss, we 
need a full inventory of our species, to 
undertake national assessments of threat 
of extinction, and then prioritise species 
for conservation.

A quarter under threat  
of extinction

Of those species that have a national 
conservation assessment, almost a 
quarter is under threat of extinction. To 
give a few examples; the corn bunting 
is now extinct in Ireland, the great 
yellow bumblebee is endangered with 

extinction, and the salmon is vulnerable 
to extinction. The good news, however, 
is that a work programme is underway 
for the development of conservation 
assessments. These are a collaborative 
process between NPWS, Northern Ireland 
Environment Agency, the National 
Biodiversity Data Centre and CEDaR. As 
this edition of Biodiversity Ireland is being 
published, the dragonfly and bryophyte 
red lists are going to press.

Key gaps in our 
biodiversity knowledge

The State of Knowledge document is an 
extremely important development for the 
understanding of Ireland’s biodiversity. 
We now have an overview of what we 
have and the level of understanding for 
each biological group. However, it also 
highlights the gaps in our knowledge. 

As a partner document to the State 
of Knowledge report, the National 
Biodiversity Data Centre has published a 
Knowledge Gaps document.

This lists key knowledge gaps that could 
realistically be filled between now 
and 2020, the timescale for the next 
international biodiversity target. Among 
those gaps is capacity building. The 
largest portion of our biodiversity occurs 
in the smaller, less well-known organisms 
and the challenge lies in developing 
expertise in these groups. Another 
major issue is the need for an integrated 
land information management system, 
which would seamlessly link biodiversity 
data with environmental and land use 
information.

Both documents can be downloaded 
from biodiversity.biodiversityireland.ie/ 
- a purpose-built website with detailed 
information and links to databases, 
websites, and backing documents.
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Leszek Wolnik delves into the miniscule 
world of Irish diatoms
Diatoms are remarkable and beautiful microscopic organisms 
that are abundant in freshwater and marine ecosystems. They 

are found in almost every habitat containing water or 
moisture; oceans, rivers and streams, lakes and 

ponds, soils as well as aerial niches such as tree 
bark and mosses. The word diatom means ‘cut 

in two’ in Greek and the silica shell of the 
frustules comes in two halves or valves, 

one fitting over the other like a petri 
dish or pill box.

They range widely in size from 2 microns (one five-hundredth of a 
millimeter) to 500 microns which is approximately the width of a 
human hair. Their exquisitely lovely glass ‘shells’ are spectacularly 
marked and ornamented and have an astonishing range of forms 
which are species specific. Their outline varies considerably and 
may be; circular, elliptical, lunate or polygonal whilst the valve 
surfaces may be flat; convex, concave, conical or undulating as 
illustrated in Figure 1.

Over 20,000 species and counting...

About 20,000 bona fide species have been described while senior 
researchers believe the real number is in excess of 200,000! This 
disparity in range exists because there is debate about the basic 
parameters of what constitutes a diatom species and because 
diverse new genera and species are being discovered every year. 

It is amusing to note that with 600 new species found each year 
it will take 300 years to describe all of them!

Diatoms first appeared in the Cretaceous, 100 million 
years ago, and flourished in the Miocene, ten million 

years ago. They were then so abundant that 
they left enormous deposits of their shells, 

known as diatomaceous earth or diatomite, 
to a depth of 900 metres. One of these 

deposits is located in Northern Ireland 
where a diatomite factory operated 

in Toomebridge until the 1990s. 
Diatomite has significant 

industrial applications and 
is widely used in filtering 

wine, abrasives, 
reflective road paint 

and insulation. 
Interestingly, 
Nobel couldn’t 
have made 
dynamite without 

it and during the 
Second World War 

large quantities of Toomebridge diatomite were exported to 
English munitions factories to act as an absorbent for explosives!

Diatoms are essential  
in ecosystem functioning

Diatoms are remarkable for having a disproportionate 
influence on global ecology as they probably contribute 
20-25% of the world’s net primary production in the 

oceans. They are key to the ocean carbon cycle which in turn 
determines the carbon dioxide component of the atmosphere. 

Diatoms are consumed by zooplankton thus removing carbon from 
the oceans and also from the atmosphere as they use it to grow. 

Diatoms – 
Pinnularia species 
(Leszek Wolnik)

Diatoms – the jewels
of our biodiversity
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When diatoms die their silicaceous 
shells sink to the ocean floor, effectively 
locking away their carbon and slowing 
the build up of carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere. There is a theory that the 
diatom silica shell is a reaction flask 
with the silica catalysing the extraction 
of carbon dioxide before turning it into 
sugary food. In salt-marsh systems, 
where grasses are the most visible 
plants, diatoms provide as much as 
half of the carbon passing through the 
ecosystem.

Diatoms as bioindicators

Biodiversity research begins with the mapping of present day 
species distribution coupled with ecological preferences and 
this knowledge can also be employed to reconstruct the past. 
Organisms with determined environmental preferences are 
called ‘bioindicators’ and are used to record the impact of varying 
environmental conditions, both current and historic, with one such 
group being the diatoms. The role of diatoms is very important 
in assessing changes in the hydrology and ecology of freshwater 
systems. Diatoms play their part in determinations as diverse 
as lake acidification, sea level reconstruction and anthropogenic 
influences on estuaries, rivers and other aquatic ecosystems.

They are particularly suited for water monitoring as they represent 
a simple biological method that avoids tedious and expensive 
chemical analysis. They easily colonise a wide variety of habitats 
and are sensitive to very subtle environmental changes that only 
affect other organisms at greater levels of disturbance. They are 
quick and easy to sample with the sampling having a negligible 
effect on the ecosystem. The protection of freshwater ecosystems 
is crucial and diatoms provide information about natural, baseline 
conditions in pristine rivers and lakes against which polluted 
bodies of water might be measured. 

Irish diatoms

We don’t yet know how many diatom species there are in Ireland 
nor do we accurately know which species we do have as there 
is no checklist or national collection of diatoms with confirmed 
taxonomy. We can take a very good guess at species numbers 

based on the work of Foged and Hartley with an estimated 800 
freshwater species and another 1,000 brackish and marine. 

At Diatoms Ireland we are examining the biodiversity of Irish 
diatoms by compiling a checklist of Irish diatoms. We will validate 
the list as far as possible by building a voucher collection of all 
the listed species. Our website presently contains a freshwater list, 
information on collecting and mounting diatoms and a section on 
the remarkable diatomite deposits in Toomebridge and will soon 
be expanded to contain a live database of collection sites linked to 
species lists and environmental information.

We would be delighted to hear from anyone interested in diatoms 
or in learning more about these fascinating organisms. We 
would also welcome assistance with the Irish Diatom Checklist 
compilation. For further information on Irish diatoms go to:  
http://www.diatomsireland.com/.

Marine, tube dwelling diatoms 
from a low tide stream, 
Sandymount Strand, Dublin, 
Navicula pseudocomoides 
(Leszek Wolnik)

Two marine chain forms,  Melosira moniliformis (upper left, circular) and 
Rhabdonema arcuatum (rectangular, centre) abut a brown alga smothered in the 
oval, epiphytic Cocconeis pinnata. Note the gelatinous pads linking the corners of 
the Rhabdonema chain. (Leszek Wolnik)

Figure 1. A compilation of beautiful early illustrations showing the diverse forms, surfaces and decoration of the diatom frustule. The links between diatoms, art and 
engineering are very strong and many examples can be seen in daily life.

Concave Convex

Lunate Flat

Circular Elliptical Undulate

Conical Polygonal
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Willie Roche of Inland  
Fisheries Ireland introduces the new online 
Atlas of Freshwater Fish in Irish Lakes

Since the 1950s fisheries biologists from the State’s inland fisheries 
service have been surveying fish stocks in Irish lakes.  As a result, 
considerable quantities of data on species distribution, ecology 
and angling potential have been amassed. A joint initiative 
between Inland Fisheries Ireland (IFI) and the National Biodiversity 
Data Centre collated this information and for the first time, made it 
freely and easily accessible through the web.

Ireland’s freshwater fish fauna
Ireland is well endowed with lakes having in excess of 12,000 
waters, ranging from small ponds to larger waterbodies, like Lough 
Corrib. The pattern of glacial retreat over Ireland some 15,000 
years ago has resulted in majority of these lakes being located 
along the western seaboard and in the central plain. Irish lakes 
tend to be shallow, well-mixed and are not prone to temperature 
extremes thus reflecting the temperate climate, and most have 
fish populations.

Being a small island on the western extremity of Europe Ireland’s 
freshwater fish fauna is relatively limited when compared to Great

Britain and other countries 
in Western Europe. It consists 

primarily of two discrete groups: 
salmonids which require low temperatures 

and high oxygen, and cyprinids which prefer 
higher temperatures and display a range of tolerances to low 
oxygen levels.  Salmonids include salmon, trout, char and pollan. 
The cyprinids, or carp family, include prized angling species such as 
bream, rudd, roach and tench. Other important species of the Irish 
freshwater fish fauna include pike, perch, lamprey and eel. 

In Ireland 23 species breed in freshwater and reside for all or most 
of their lifecycle in freshwater. A further breakdown shows that 
16 of these, and cyprinid hybrids, reside almost exclusively in 
lakes. The indigenous fishes, namely salmonids, lamprey and eel, 
entered freshwater from the marine environment after the last Ice 
Age while eleven species were introduced at different times in 
recent centuries.

Going from paper into the digital age

Prior to this project, much of the IFT and CFB lake fish stock survey 
data, covering the period from 1951 to 2008, was held in paper 
format within IFI. This resulted in limited usage of a very valuable 
dataset.  To make this national dataset freely available, IFI and 
the Data Centre engaged in a lengthy process of data abstraction 
and GIS mapping. Funding for the initial phase was initially 
provided by the Data Centre.  Recognizing the value of this work, 
IFI subsequently funded data abstraction and worked with the 
Data Centre to develop the mapping process using a subset of the 
survey data available from lake surveys from 1951 to 2008.

Something
fishy…
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The Atlas of Freshwater Fish now provides a species search 
tool with access to photographs and a distribution map for 23 
freshwater fish species found in Irish lakes. For each species 
this information includes a species profile prepared by IFI 
biologists incorporating identifying features, and especially for 
anglers, the size of the largest fish of each species ever caught 
in an Irish lake.  The record fish data was provided by the Irish 
Specimen Fish Committee (www.irish-trophy-fish.com). Current 
legislation regarding fish and angling regulations is available on 
the IFI website (www.fisheriesireland.ie). The lake browser tool 
provides access to 6,035 individual fish records from 956 lakes 
across Ireland. A total of 28 species are reported in the database 
but only 16 reside exclusively in lakes. The remainder includes 
mainly riverine species which may be occasionally recorded in 
lakes and some less common species. 

Apart from the obvious scientific value of surveying, one of the 
critical aspects of lake fish stock surveys is the assessment of fish 
stocks for angling and the angling infrastructure (fish size and 
numbers, angler access and water quality).  Since 2008 IFI has 
embarked on the largest freshwater/estuarine fish monitoring 
programmes ever conducted within the State under various 
programmes incorporating eel management, EU Habitats Directive 
species, EU Water Framework Directive fish monitoring and Salmon 
Conservation Limit Attainment programmes.  All are reported on 
the IFI website - www.fisheriesireland.ie.

Changes in our fish fauna

In the lakes covered by the atlas, the most commonly recorded 
species were pike, perch, brown trout, bream, and rudd, 
accounting for 22%, 19.7%, 13.1%, 9.5% and 9.3%, respectively. 
Roach featured in sixth position at 6%. The situation now is very 
different. Perch and roach are now the most widely distributed 
species. Recent WFD lake survey data (2007-2009) shows that 
perch and roach were the most common species being recorded in 
57% and 40% of lakes surveyed, respectively (www.wfdfish.ie).

Top: Salmonids, such as trout, require low temperatures and high oxygen. The 
trout pictured here is the Gillaroo trout and is found in Lough Melvin (Photo: Inland 
Fisheries Ireland) Above: Pike used to be one of the most common species in Irish 
lakes (Shutterstock.com)

Many potential applications

With lake survey data spanning almost 60 years, the Atlas of 
Freshwater Fish has many potential applications. Anglers continually 
seek information on ‘hotspots’ for their favourite species and 
some of the more relevant applications for fisheries management 
currently are: 

•	 to	understand	fish	species	biodiversity,		
	 distributions	and	communities

•	 to	provide	presence/absence	data	to	allow		
	 assessment	of	potential	impact	of	barriers	on		
	 upstream	fish	migration	and	subsequent	computation		
	 of	available	fish	habitat	(particularly	relevant	for		
	 commercially	important	or	endangered	species)

•	 to	contribute	to	the	Red	Data	Book	for	fish	in		
	 Ireland	which	is	currently	being	revised

The Atlas of Freshwater Fish will highlight the value of the lake fish 
resource and its biodiversity, and help to improve understanding of 
lake fish populations.  Providing a valuable resource for all potential 
users and encouraging potential data providers to present data for 
inclusion to fill any data gaps are desirable outcomes from this 
project.

To access the atlas, go to fish.biodiversityireland.ie.
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There is a diverse suite of mammals present 
in Ireland today. At present, there are 25 land 
based mammal species, 25 marine mammal 
species and nine bat species found in Ireland 
and surrounding coastal waters. All of these 
mammals leave their own tell-tale signs of their 
presence for us to find and see and this article is 
an introduction to anybody interested in recording 
Irish mammals.

The presence of mammals can be easily identified 
through direct observations (e.g. the naked eye 
and binoculars) and indirect observations (e.g. 
presence of tracks and field signs, presence 
of bones from prey remains and within owl 
pellets). Good guidebooks (e.g. the Collins 
field guide books) are now readily 
available as well as a variety of Internet-
based resources. 

Hotspots for seeing 
mammals

Sightings of mammals are not 
only confined to rural landscapes. 
Urban sites such as villages, towns 
and cities equally are home to 
various species such as the 
red fox, mice, rats, the otter, 
the badger, hedgehog and 
bats. Literally, mammals are 
everywhere!  The hotspots are:

Woodlands provide suitable habitat for the red and grey 
squirrels, the pine marten, the stoat, shrews (pygmy 
shrew and greater white-toothed shrew), deer (sika, 
fallow, red deer and muntjac deer), the hedgehog, the 
badger, red fox, wood mouse and the bank vole.

Watercourses: rich habitats for species such as the 
otter, the brown rat and Daubenton’s bat.  

Hedgerows are recognised as important wildlife 
corridors for small mammals, birds and insects. While 
dry stone walls can be teeming with various species 

including stoat, pine marten, bank vole, shrews and 
mice.

Coastal habitats offer a different observational experience. 
Otters can be observed using coastal lagoons and foreshores. 

Whales, dolphins, porpoises and seals can be readily sighted off 
headlands and coastal shore areas. While whales, dolphins and 
seals can be washed up along our shores and beaches. 

Getting started – field observations

The best times to see wild mammals are 
generally during the hours of dawn and dusk 
as most mammals are nocturnal. Also, some 

mammals are active only during a certain time of 
the year (e.g. hibernation of hedgehogs). 

Look out for tracks left in soft sediment such as 
lake shores, river banks, sandy dunes, muddy 
areas and so on. Once you find tracks or field 
signs check the general area for more of the 

same or different types and other signs 
such as droppings and shed fur. To help 
identify which mammal tracks you see: 

take note of any patterns of the tracks 
such as clusters, count the number 
of toes present and the presence 
of claw imprints as well as other 
characteristics. Take a photograph 
or draw a sketch of the track in 
your field notebook and compare 
to a fieldguide book when you 
get home. You will be able to 
distinguish most mammal tracks 
in the field with practice. Don’t 
forget to record all information in 
your field notebook. 

Biodiversity
Beginners -
Mammals
Ruth Carden

Grey squirrel (E.W. Delaney)
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Keep an eye out for owl pellets under ruined buildings, barns, 
under trees. Owls eat small mammals, birds and insects. All 
indigestible parts of these can be found in the pellets, including 
parts of mammal bones such as the skull, jaws, pelvis and scapula. 
These bones can be identified to species level and commonly 
belong to shrews, bank voles, mice and young rats and bats. 
The use of identification keys and illustrations aid in the species 
identifications from bony parts, or alternatively contact the Natural 
History Museum in Dublin and make use of their mammal skeletal 
collections to compare the bones you find. 

At times in the field, it may be wise just to follow your nose. Some 
mammals, especially Mustelids (e.g. stoat, badger, mink) have 
special scent glands at base of their tails which produce a very 
characteristic musky odour which we can smell. 

What do you need?

There is a degree of luck associated with seeing mammals as 
well as being in the right place at the right time. Be prepared to 
wait and above all patience is a virtue we must all learn when 
trying to observe our wild mammals in their own habitats! Also, 
take care when out and about and remember to be careful 
not to disturb or approach wild mammals – they are wild for  
a reason!

Carry a small notebook and pencil for recording your 
observations, including the time, location and type of habitat, 
date, weather and also sketch out tracks and field signs or 
take a photograph, which may prove helpful when trying 
to identify the mammal once you return home. A ziplock 
bag is useful to carry owl pellets while a bat detector is 
required to detect our nine bat species.

Bottlenosed Dolphin (Simon Berrew)

Irish Hare (E.W. Delaney)

Fox cubs (R. Jones)

To help identify a 
mammal track: count 
the number of toes 
and the presence of 

claw imprints

Atlas of Mammals in Ireland
The National Biodiversity Data Centre, working with NPWS 
and NIEA, has recently launched a new Atlas of Irish Mammals 
website which aims to map the distribution of all mammals 

found on the island 
of Ireland and its 
territorial waters up 
to 2015.For the first 
time ever, Irish Whale 

and Dolphin Group, Bat 
Conservation Ireland, Irish Wildlife Trust, Biology.ie and some 
of Ireland’s leading mammal scientists have come together to  
collaborate on documenting the distribution of all  64 species of 
mammals that are known to occur in the Irish territory. The site is 
available at http://mammals.biodiversityireland.ie/. 
For further details contact Dr. Liam Lysaght
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My	first	new	County	
Wexford	plant	
species	in	2011
I thought I would start 
the year by going to 
see if I could find a 
species of plant I had 
not seen in County 
Wexford before. Paula 
O’Meara had found 
milk thistle (Silybum 
marianum) in a beet 
field near Dunbrody 
Abbey in September 
last year. The first 
county record since 
1995.

I went and had a look 
on 17 January without 
any success. Even 
though I did make one very good find. A very large population 
of Borrer’s saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia fasciculata), a red data 
species, growing in a well poached saltmarsh on the south side 
of the Campile River. This rare grass has been known for a long 
time on the other side of the river, but is the first time it has been 
recorded from the south side. Borrer’s saltmarsh-grass has very 
bluish-white glaucous leaves which make it very easy to spot 
during the winter months. 

I met up with Paula four days later. It was lovely and sunny 
but very cold. The tiny pink flowers of wild madder (Sherardia 
arvensis) were flowering in abundance in a stubble field and 
common whitlowgrass (Erophila verna) was flowering in the car 
park for the abbey.

After a quarter of an hour later we arrived at our destination, 
what a letdown! Instead of a grand plant with very prickly leaves 
marbled with white veins. It was a heap of black mush with just 
one green leaf still left.

It just goes to show you can make good finds at any time of year. 

Paul	Green,	Botanical	Society	of	the	British	Isles

Moth recording in Ireland has grown hugely during 
past 10 years. Aids such as up to date field guides and 
the internet have been key in promoting the interest. 
MothsIreland as a group was formed in 2005 and a 
website with distribution maps was created in 2007. 
The website provides feedback about distribution and 
flight seasons to recorders. 

There are more than 1,000 species of moths in Ireland. 
These are divided into macro-moths which cover most 
of the larger species and the rest covered under micro-
moths.  Most recorders concentrate on the macro-moths 
because only a single guide is needed and generally 
they can be identified without critical examination.

Most moth recorders run light traps overnights in 
their gardens, with the contents identified, noted 
and released the next day. All moth records received 
are entered into the MothsIreland database with the 

result that we now have an understanding of the abundance 
and distribution for most of our moth species.  
This knowledge is far from complete but every 
record helps fill in gaps. New species to Ireland 
are being discovered every year. Many of these 
new species have turned up in gardens, 
such as Dusky Thorn Ennomos 
fuscantaria in Cobh County 
Cork, Lime Hawk-moth 
Mimas tiliaein in 
Dublin and Oak 
Hook-tip Watsonalla 
binaria in Glenealy County Wicklow 
to name a few.

There are about 265,000 moth 
records in the MothsIreland 
database, 220,000 macro-
moths and the balance micro-
moths.  About 30,000 moth 
records are being added to 
the MothsIreland database 
annually.

Angus	Tyner,	
MothsIreland

The lime hawk moth was first 
recorded in Ireland from a back 
garden! (Shutterstock)

Milk thistle – four months later and this plant was a 
heap of black mush! (Paula O’Meara)

Vascular Plants Moths
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2011	the	year	of	the	marsh	fritillary:		
an	appeal	for	assistance	in	a	national	survey
The marsh fritillary butterfly is one of the most attractive Irish 
butterflies, but also one of the most threatened. It is assessed 
as Vulnerable on the Red List of Irish butterflies (www.npws.ie/
publications) and most importantly on Annex II of the Habitats 
and Species Directive, meaning all EU member states must 
designate sites for its protection. There is also an obligation for 
EU members to monitor and report on the status of the marsh 
fritillary in their countries on a six-year cycle. The next report will 
cover 2007-2012. The last assessment was that the species was in 
unfavourable conservation status.

Because of its listing on Annex II the biology of the marsh fritillary 
have been intensively studied and documented. But in Ireland 
some fundamental information remains to be discovered. In 
particular where are Irish marsh fritillary colonies found? How 
many are there and how persistent are they? What conditions suit 
it best? And what is the real trend in the species? Red listing means 
it has been assessed as declining, but what is the rate of this? And 
are there different trends in different parts of the country?

How	can	you	help?
We want to ensure that as many sites as possible are identified. 
The first and simplest step is to send any records you may have 
of the marsh fritillary. Records will be made available through a 
publicly accessible database, but if you do not want full details 

included in this please let us know.
The second is to adopt a site and 
assess the populations within. 
Assessing marsh fritillary colonies 
is a simple process following a 

standard methodology. It should be 
done in August and September when the larval webs are 

visible. Adult records are welcome too, but it is the web stage that 
will provide the population assessment.

If you have records or are interested in getting involved, please 
contact Brian Nelson, National Parks and Wildlife Service  
(Brian.Nelson@environ.ie) or Eugenie Regan 
(eregan@biodiversityireland.ie).

DragonflyIreland was a cooperative recording scheme 
involving several hundred resident and visiting naturalists, 
the Ulster Museum, National Parks and Wildlife Service and 
the Heritage Council. The scheme ran for 4 years (2000-
2003) and was very successful, adding 3 species to the 
Irish list and some 12,000 records to the existing database. 

The results of the project were published in 2004 in the 
Natural History of Ireland’s Dragonflies. Since 2003, 
dragonfly records have continued to be accumulated and 
the database now holds over 31,000 records. The records 
are fully accessible through the online mapping system 
of the National Biodiversity Data Centre. The data has 
been used in the Irish Red List (see www.npws.ie/en/
PublicationsLiterature/RedLists/) and in the forthcoming 
Atlas of European Dragonflies.

From this spring the organisation of DragonflyIreland  
is changing. The current recorder, Brian Nelson, is stepping aside, 
to be replaced by Eugenie Regan. You can send dragonfly records  
to eregan@biodiversityireland.ie and her details will also be 
updated on the website. Also, check us out on Facebook!
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Teneral adult of Four-spotted Chaser Libellula quadrimaculata (Brian Nelson)
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Bird	Atlas	2007-2011	–	Mapping	Britain	and	Ireland’s	birds
Wow, what a winter (so far), and while most folk were looking for 
signs of negative impacts (= increased mortality) in their garden 
birds, we think the real damage was to birds of open fields and 
scrubby country. The final winter recording period of the Bird Atlas 
2007-11 project has just finished and looking at online data returns 
has shown a near wipe-out of the charismatic stonechat in the 
midlands and northwest, very few grey wagtails anywhere, and 
a massive decline in reporting rates of the usually ubiquitous 
meadow pipit.

Back to the garden birds, a lot of people did report quite declines 
in the number of tits (coal, blue and great) at their feeders and the 
greenfinch population is much reduced these days because of the 
strange infectious disease called Trichomoniasis. Lapwings became 
a widely reported garden bird but most reporters then went on to 
say that the birds succumbed in the second hard winter of 2010. 
Now that the days are getting noticeably longer (and warmer), 
the dawn chorus has kicked in. Thankfully, wrens and goldcrests 
are still with us in reasonable numbers and we are all 
getting excited as the final breeding season approaches…

Starting from the 1 April (through to 31 July) we simply 
need records what species of birds are found in your area 
and, equally importantly, are they breeding? There are 
various types of breeding behaviour that you need to record 
along with your bird sighting, which are outlined on the link 
below, or simply contact Brian Caffrey to have the codes 
sent to you. www.bto.org/volunteer-surveys/birdatlas.

So, what species of 
bird are nesting 

in your 
garden or 
surrounding 

area?  Are there 
swallows breeding 

in your garden shed? 
Heard a cuckoo calling 

this summer? What 
warblers have you 
heard singing 
this summer? 
Do you know of any 
heronries in your area 
or have buzzards made 
it to your patch yet and 
where are their nest 
sites? Known as ‘Roving 
Records’, these are just 

some of the types of 
records that we are 

looking for.

It is also important to focus in on some of our crepuscular species 
such as long-eared owl, woodcock, nightjar and corncrake. A visit 
to suitable habitat at the right time of the breeding season will be 
important to help us accurately map these elusive species. 

For more information please contact Brian Caffrey at
bcaffrey@birdwatchireland.ie. 

Steve	Newton,	
BirdWatch	Ireland

Welcome	to	the	year	of	the	Bat!	All flora and fauna should have 
a stage to display their wares and to have their uniqueness and 
wonder appreciated. For 2011 & 2012 it is the ‘Year of the bat’ – 
www.yearofthebat.org. Yes I hear heckles from off stage that this 
is actually two years. But as they say, New York New York so good 
they named it twice. Bats! Bats! so interesting we have two years 
to celebrate them. 

To celebrate the Irish bat 
diversity we first need to 
know where our bat species 
are distributed. In 2008 
and 2009, Bat Conservation 
Ireland undertook the BATLAS 
2010 project with the 
assistance of a large group 
of dedicated bat volunteers. 

This was an All-Ireland survey to determine the presence of our 
four common bat species: common pipistrelle, soprano pipistrelle, 
Leisler’s bat and Daubenton’s bat. This dataset now contains 3,932 
roost records, 6,441 bat detector records and 7,360 transect records 
and data on our resident bat species is available for approximately 
90% of 10km squares across the island.

 

Birds

Bats

 
Online data returns returns has shown a near wipe-out of the charismatic stonechat in the midlands and northwest (Photo: Shutterstock)

Brown long-eared bat (Faith Wilson)
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So how can we celebrate bats 
in Ireland during the Year of the 
Bat? For your enjoyment, Bat 
Conservation Ireland will be staging 
plenty of public events over the 
coming 2 years to encourage you 
to brave the night and join us. Bat 
walks and talks will be held through 
the country during Biodiversity Week 
and Heritage Week and events will 
be posted on our website (www.
batconservationireland.org/
events). In addition, anybody 
who has bats roosting in their 
buildings or know of a local bat 
roost will be encouraged to count 
bats during mid-summers week. 
In 2010, this event was piloted 
for a weekend and 63 roosts 
were counted across 22 counties 
in the Republic of Ireland with a 
total of 5,642 individual bats. The 
largest roost counted was 455 soprano pipistrelles in  
County Mayo and the highest number of roosts counted was in 
County Clare. 

In 2011, there will be two weekend workshops: beginners 
bat detector workshop in the Turlough Education Centre, 
County Clare on the 10th-12th June and a Myotis species 
specialist workshop in County Wexford on the 15th-16th July.  
In addition, there will be 15 free evening courses to provide 
training for volunteers to participate in the All-Ireland Daubenton’s 
Bat Waterway Survey, one of the monitoring programmes 
managed by Bat Conservation Ireland. Bat Conservation Ireland 
welcomes your participation and your contribution to increasing 
our knowledge and appreciation of bats in Ireland.

Tina	Aughney,	Bat	Conservation	Ireland

The six month reporting period September to February incorporates 
perhaps the most interesting time for cetacean sightings as it 
covers the “large whale” season. During this period IWDG received 
and validated 654 sightings, of which 565 (85%) were categorized 
to species.  Once again, September was the busiest month in this 
reporting period with 194 (30%) sighting reports. 

As always, the harbour porpoise was the most frequently reported 
species with 178 sightings (27.3%), followed by bottlenose 
dolphin 132 (20.2%), common dolphin 105 (16.1%), fin whale 68 
(10.4%), minke whale 52 (8%), humpback whale 13 (2%), Risso’s 
dolphin 12 (1.8%), and killer whale 4 (0.6%).  

Fin whale sightings outnumbered those of the smaller minke 
whale, which reflects on their respective seasonal distribution; fin 
whales being more of an autumn/winter visitor.  But watch this 
space, as there is a trend now showing the gap between these 
two species is shrinking, and along the south coast, fin whales 
sightings have outnumbered those of minke whales in four of the 
last seven years.  

For the second consecutive year the fin and humpback whale 
activity during October - December in West Cork never really 
climaxed in the dramatic fashion we’ve come to expect.  In 2009 
we had the excuse of the stormiest weather in 50 years, but this 
year the sea conditions were favourable for sightings. So there is 
the beginning of another trend showing these whales spending 
more time in waters along the county Waterford coast extending 
beyond the Hook peninsula into county Wexford.  Almost all “large 
whale” sightings were off the Irish South coast, breaking down as 
follows: Kerry (4%), Cork (22%), Waterford (46%) and Wexford 
(26%). 

But despite the large whale’s media dominance, there were other 
noteworthy sightings around the country. The east coast enjoyed 
regular sightings of a species normally associated with the west 
coast, as a pod of three bottlenose dolphins took up “semi-
residence” along a twenty mile stretch of coastline between 
Wicklow harbour and Dalkey, county Dublin. The Irish Navy in late 
January observed the spectacle of the planet’s largest dolphin, the 
killer whale, in a feeding aggregation of 100+ animals associating 
with the mackerel fleet in our offshore northwest waters. While 
similar activity has been documented in the North Sea and off 
Shetland during autumn, this is the first time it has been recorded 
in Irish waters.

Pilot whale mass stranding on 
Rutland Island (John Rafferty)

Whales and Dolphins
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The IWDG received and validated 62 strandings during this period, 
comprising eight species; nine of which were live strandings. 
Common dolphins were the most frequently recorded with 25 
strandings (40.3%). The event which stands out during this 
period was the mass stranding of 33 long-finned pilot whales on 
uninhabited Rutland Island, county Donegal on 6th Nov 2010.  All 
animals had expired by the time news of the event reached the 
mainland.  Personnel from GMIT & IWDG attended the stranding 
site in the following days and determined that of a total 32 animals 
where gender could be determined, 19 were female, 12 male and 
there was one calf. All 27 carcasses remaining on the island after 
severe winter storms, were removed by Donegal county county in 
a major logistical exercise for rendering.

All validated cetacean sightings and strandings can be interrogated 
and mapped on www.iwdg.ie.

Pádraig	Whooley,	IWDG

Nature	Watch		
approaching	one	year!
Spring is upon us and 
phenology sightings have 
started to come in to Nature 
Watch.  Nature Watch is a 
citizen science project where 
interested parties record the 
date on which they see the 
first bird, the first insect, the 
first leaf and other phenological 
events in their surrounding 
environment throughout 
the year. The results of this 
research will give us a national 
view of when the seasons are 
occurring, and over the years 
will enable us to determine if 
advances in seasonal events 
between inter-dependent 
organisms, such as birds and 
their insect food resources, are 
remaining in sync.   

Nature Watch has been live for 11 months and already has had a 
steady stream of observations entered for 2010 spring, summer 
and autumn.  So far in 2011 lots of sightings of snowdrops and 
buff-tailed bumble-bees taking advantage of the warm weather.  
We are always looking for more recorders though, so please 
start keeping an eye out for signs of spring and enter them on  
the website!

Nature Watch is part of a growing number of websites across 
the world, which relies on nature lovers to contribute to scientific 
research. Throughout the USA, UK, Sweden and the Netherlands 
citizen scientists record phenological events throughout the year. 
These collaborations are extremely valuable to teach the general 
public about the scientific process and involving them in large 
scale studies with grateful scientists.  We hope to shortly extend 
our website to display the data live on interactive maps!

Please visit the site http://phenology.biodiversityireland.ie/, 
or contact Dr Alison Donnelly if you have any questions: 
Alison.Donnelly@tcd.ie.

Phenology

Snowdrops (shutterstock.com)



BI issue 7  |  Page 17

The aim of the project was to restore four types of native woodland 
that are known to be very rare, not only in Ireland but also across 
Europe. The four woodland habitats were; bog woodland, yew 
woodland, alluvial woodland, and woodland associated with 
limestone pavement. Their rarity and value for biodiversity is 
reflected in the fact that they are given special protection and are 
listed as priority habitats under the EU Habitats Directive. We believe 
that this project represents a significant practical contribution to 
Ireland’s National Biodiversity Plan. 

The major restoration actions were:

1.	 Treatment	of	non-native	conifers,	creating	both	standing		
	 and	fallen	deadwood

2.	 Treatment	of	non-native	broadleaves,	creating	both		
	 standing	and	fallen	deadwood

3.	 Removal	of	invasive	non-native	shrubs

4.	 Propagation	and	planting	of	yew	from	local	native	stock

5.	 Stock	fencing	where	appropriate

6.	 Installation	of	dams	in	manmade	drains	at	alluvial	woodland
 
Management actions over four years created conditions which will 
allow priority woodlands to regenerate naturally in future years and 
it is already encouraging to see the profusion of native trees and 
shrub species emerging.    

Within a year of the installation of dams in forest drains at the 
Durrow site, ponds were forming, providing spawning habitat for 
frogs.  At the bog woodland site in Aghnaguig, Sphagnum moss 
spread over the site very quickly after the restoration works were 
carried out, indicating that the woodland is becoming wetter and 
the restoration works are successful.  A similar situation has been 
observed at the alluvial woodland in Camcor, where tufa spring 
vegetation is now expanding following restoration works.  

The only planting carried out within the project was of yew 
cuttings, at 5 project sites. The young yew plants were planted 
in clusters and groups among the native vegetation, in order to 

achieve a planting style that mimics natural patterns. The success 
of this aspect of the project will not be fully clear for another few 
years, although early indications are good.   

Publications, pictures, dvd clips and other Information on the 
woodland restoration project is available on the website:    
www.woodlandrestoration.ie

The restoration was jointly funded by the European Union  
DG-Environment and Coillte under the EU LIFE-Nature Programme 
and ran from 2006 to 2009.  Coillte acknowledges the funding 
provided by the EU under the LIFE programme for this woodland 
restoration project.

Contact: Project Manager, Sean Quealy sean.quealy@coillte.ie

Project	Site	Name County Site	Total	Area	(ha) Type*

Clonbur Galway/Mayo 292.9 d

Attyslany Clare 67.1 d

Hazelwood Sligo 24.0 c

Durrow Laois 95.2 c

Currahchase Limerick 6.9 b

Cahir Park Tipperary 9.0 b

Castletaylor Galway 32.8 d

Aghnaguig Cavan 5.8 a

Camcor Offaly 17.1 c

Total 550.8

Restoring 
Woodland 
Habitats in 
Ireland
A four year project, “Restoring 
Priority Woodland Habitats in 
Ireland”, was completed in 
December 2009 on the Coillte estate. 

Yew cuttings 
grown for 

transplanting

Field day at Clonbur
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Book
Reviews
From opposite ends of the country come 
two books from authors who clearly 
know and love their county.

For a long time a book like this has been awaited by nature-
enthusiasts in Ireland - a book which provides stunning photos, 
but which also has a substantive and informative accompanying 
text. I was delighted to be asked to review it. What better excuse 
to delve right in and get to grips with it! 

The book is laid out largely by habitat, the bulk of the chapters 
dealing with the flora of one habitat type (or a closely-related 
group of habitats). However the early chapters provide a series of 
general introductions – where plants grow and why, how and why 
plants are named, etc. Using examples and anecdotes, the author 
gently teases out for the reader some of the central elements of 
ecology. A good example, and typical of the eloquent style used: 
“Bit by bit, like elements in a giant jigsaw, the observer realises 
that there is pattern to the combinations of 
species that are encountered.” 

The first five ‘habitat’ chapters deal with 
habitats that are closely linked to man – e.g. 
flower beds, lawns and walls. The rationale 
was to introduce the reader to species which 
they are most likely to have encountered. 
An example is ribwort plantain, a species 
everyone would recognise (see the photo 
on page 53), but many may not be able to 
name. The section on lawns is particularly 
entertaining and informative. Urban habitats, 
and walls and ruins, hold similar delights. 
Like the little-known gem that the house-
leek was grown on buildings in times past 
in order to protect against lightning strikes! 

Each of the 
rest of the main chapters is 

packed with useful and insightful 
information relating to both common and rare 
plants alike. To highlight a few examples, we are 
told that some species are like signposts – when 
you find them, there is a good chance that there 
are other interesting plants nearby too (e.g. wood 
anemone). The damage being caused by invasive 
species is raised – e.g. cord-grass along our 
coast, Rhododendron in woodlands. Importantly, 
our attention is drawn to things that we tend to 
take for granted - such as hedges. The relevant 
chapter finishes with the line: “It is only when we 
visit other countries that we realise their cultural 
and natural significance.” How true. 

This book is a treasure (even the insides of the 
front and back covers are really beautiful!)… But 
there are a couple of issues. The text is a little 
disjointed in places (a victim of editing perhaps?), 

Colt’s-foot (Carsten Krieger)
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and while most of the photographs are really outstanding, a 
few are not great (for example, page 104). The inclusion of latin 
names on the photos would have been nice, and providing an 
index of latin names would have been useful. One final, small 
quibble… the Dublin and Belfast Naturalists’ Clubs rightly get a 
mention. But what about the younger Galway and Wexford 
Naturalists’ Field Clubs? 

And so, quibbles aside, I’d like to say that I believe this to be 
an important, excellent book. Even as a professional ecologist, I 
learned a lot. There really is something here for everyone.. 

Maria	Long,	Trinity	College	Dublin

I am delighted to have been asked to review Ireland’s Animals by 
Nial Mac Coitir as I have found it not only enjoyable, interesting 
and at times almost challenging – my being one who probably 
has his cap more in the scientific ring – but also a beautifully 
refreshing book. 

This is the third book in his Myths, Legends and Folklore series, 
the previous two being Irish Trees (2003) and Irish Wild Plants 
(2006), and my reading of Ireland’s Animals has now created a 
resolve to add these two earlier works to my library. 

Prior to ‘getting 
into’ this book, 
do read the 
introduction as 
it explains the 
writer’s reasonings 
for some of the 
ways that the 
book has been laid 
out. Initially I was 
a bit taken aback 
with the bee as 
an animal, and 
then the devil’s 
coach horse beetle 
crept in under 
the heading of 
‘Similar Animals to 
the Bee’! But the 
Introduction warns that this is not a scientific book and the links 
all become clear as one reads through the four arranged classical 
sections – Fire, Earth, Air and Water. Having said that, there are 
some fascinating and enlightening scientific facts throughout 
the text. As to the Myths, Legends and Folklore; well so much 
is there, and these can only complement any knowledge that 
the reader might already have. Yes this book taps at the door of 
the right-hand side of the brain; our creative side, but I don’t buy 
the writer’s belief that our modern scientific approach has lost its 
sense of wonder. It may be hidden at times, but working with and 
seeing animals of all denominations will never, I hope, let this 
happen. This truly fascinating book can only create more interest 
in our fellow creatures that live with us in Ireland. The writer does 
not limit his mythical knowledges to just Ireland, but where it 
complements our own Irish position he explores further, covering 
other cultures and populations. 

I really like the way the writer has, in the different sections and 
chapters, repeated some of the mythical names and links to 
our legends and folklore past. This has the distinct advantage 
of not only reminding the reader of which god or legendary 
character might be which, but also means that one can pick 
up this book and read an individual chapter as a story on its 
own. I know that I will be dipping in and out again and again. 
There is no doubt that there is so much to learn and grasp 
in these explorations of fact and myth. This book is hugly 

complemented by the undeniably delightful watercolours 
created by Gordon D’Arcy  - oh to have such talent. This book 
is thoroughly recommended and I am now waiting for Niall Mac 
Coitir’s  next book in the series which has to be on Ireland’s birds. 

Chris	Wilson

Ireland’s	Animals;	Myths,	Legends	&	Folklore	
By Niall Mac Coitir

Watercolours by Gordon D’Arcy
The Collins Press 

€27.99 (including p&p)

The	Wild	Flowers	of	Ireland	-	The	Habitat	Guide	

By Declan Doogue and Carsten Krieger

Gill and Macmillan Ltd.

€29.99 (including p&p)
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New Management Board
The Heritage Council has appointed a new management board for 
a five-year period to oversee the work of the National Biodiversity 
Data Centre. The new chair of the Centre is Dr. Mary Kelly-Quinn 
(pictured) – a highly respected scientist and lecturer at University 
College Dublin.  The other members of the board are: Mr. Michael 
Starrett (Chief Executive of the Heritage Council), Dr. Ciaran 
O’Keeffe (Director of National Parks and Wildlife Service), Dr. Peter 
McLoughlin (Head of Department of Chemical and Life Sciences, 
Waterford Institute of Technology), Mr. Nigel Monaghan (Keeper of 
the National Museum of Ireland, Natural History), Dr. Matthew Jebb 
(Director of the National Botanic Gardens), Mr. Micheál O’Cinneide 
(Director of EPA’s Office of Environmental Assessment), Dr. Michael 
Meharg (Assistant Director of NIEA Biodiversity Unit), Ms. Rachel 
Kenny (Senior Planner with Fingal County Council), Mr. Paul Dillon 
(Department of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries), Dr. Alan Lauder 
(Chief Executive of BirdWatch Ireland).

The National Vegetation Database 
continues to grow
The National Vegetation Database now exceeds 23,000 relevés 
thanks to the generosity and support of all those who have shared 
their data and funding from NPWS. This far exceeds the original 
target of 19,000 historical relevés and it is hoped that by August 
there will be up to 25,000 when all historical data has been 
captured.

An Irish wildlife manual 
entitled The National 
Vegetation Database: 
Guidelines and standards for 
the collection and storage of 
vegetation data in Ireland 
(2010) has been published 
by the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service. This manual 
provides information and 
usable resources to help in 
standardising vegetation 
recording techniques and 
includes step by step 
instructions in the use of Turboveg software for data storage. It 
is available to download at www.npws.ie or can be accessed 
through the Centre’s National Vegetation Database website:  
http://nationalvegetationdatabase.biodiversityireland.ie/.

Every crop needs its wild relatives
In 2010 we established a national Crop Wild Relative (CWR) 
database using funding provided by the Department of Agriculture 
Fisheries and Food.  CWRs are wild plants that are closely related 
to crops, and who can contribute useful genes to crops in the 
future.  We present distribution maps and species profiles for 
102 of the most important CWRs in Ireland.  We’re delighted that 
further funding in 2011 will allow us to expand and improve this 
important national database over the coming months http://
geneticresources.biodiversityireland.ie/crop-wild-relatives/

The wild carrot, Daucus carota, grows in pastures 
and waste places in Ireland and is one of the species 
profiled in the national Crop Wild Relative database. 
(Shutterstock.com)

Dr. Mary Kelly-Quinn – Chair of the National Biodiversity Data Centre

Lynda Weekes, research officer on the 
National Vegetation Database, working 
towards the 25,000 relevé target.

News from the Centre
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Irish Freshwater  
Biologists’ meeting
Over 80 participants attended the Irish Freshwater 
Biologists meeting on the 5th of March at Queens 
University, Belfast. Talks ranged from fish to water beetles, 
conservation to invasive species and most have been made 
available through the Data Centre’s website under ‘downloads’. 
The reinstatement of this annual event 
has had huge support and we plan to 
hold the next meeting in Dublin or Cork 
in 2012. Another outcome of the meeting is the progression of 
a Limnofauna Hibernica, i.e. a compendium of information and 
resources on Ireland’s freshwater fauna. 

Alien update
World’s	most	invasive	ladybird		
found	in	Ireland
November 2010 was the month that the invasive Harlequin 
ladybird (Harmonia axyridis) was first recorded in the Republic of 
Ireland. It was recorded just one week apart in houses in county 
Wicklow and Cork City. Interestingly, they were both of the same 
variety spectabilis which is black with four red spots. On December 
23rd a report of a third Harlequin ladybird (variety conspicua) 
was recorded again in Cork city.  It is one of the fastest spreading 
invasive species in Europe and if it becomes established could lead 
to a decline for some of our native 15 ladybird species and impact 
on other invertebrate species.  This species can also become a 
nuisance in homes when it aggregates in sometimes dense 
colonies of 100s to 1000s as seen in some homes in SE England.  
See http://invasives.biodiversityireland.ie	for more information 
on invasive species and related issues.

Irish  
butterflies under  
threat of extinction
The pearl-bordered fritillary, small blue, wall, dark green fritillary, 
large heath and marsh fritillary butterflies are all under threat 
of extinction in Ireland according to the latest Red List published 
by the National Parks and Wildlife Service in conjunction with 
the National Biodiversity Data Centre and the Northern Ireland 
Environment Agency. All 33 Irish butterfly species were evaluated 

by top experts who concluded that, apart from 
the species listed above, another five species are 
near threatened.  “We need to closely monitor 
the populations of these 11 species and find out 
why they are declining” states Dr Eugenie Regan, 
co-ordinator of the Irish Butterfly Monitoring 
Scheme. “Once we know why they are declining, 
conservation measures need to be put in place 
quickly before we lose them forever.”
 

Flora of County Wexford
The National Biodiversity Data Centre has been 
working in collaboration with the Botanical Society 
for the British Isles (BSBI) vice-county recorder 
for Wexford, Paul Green, to digitise historic BSBI 
records. We would like to thank Andrew Bryning 
for his huge contribution to the Wexford database 
– digitizing over 15,000 plant records!
 

The wall butterfly 
is endangered 
with extinction

in Ireland 
(Photo: 

Jesmond
Harding)

Harlequin ladybirds - Ireland’s latest invasive species (Shutterstock.com)
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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.

Biodiversity 
connections

Current national  
habitat surveys 
National	Survey	of	Upland	Habitats

Irish	Semi-Natural	Grasslands	Survey

National	Survey	of	Irish	Sea	Cliffs

National	Survey	of	Limestone	Pavements

Conservation	Status	of	Petrifying	Springs

For	further	information	on	these	and	others,	go	to	

http://www.npws.ie/en/CurrentResearchProjects/	

and	http://www.botanicalenvironmental.com/.

Some current Irish recording projects
• Irish Butterfly Monitoring Scheme butterflies.biodiversityireland.ie

• National Invasive Species Database invasivespecies.biodiversityireland.ie

• Atlas of Mammals of Ireland mammals.biodiversityireland.ie

• Irish Pollinator Initiative pollinators.biodiversityireland.ie

• Ecojel www.jellyfish.ie

• Seasearch Ireland seasearchireland@gmail.com

• Purse Search Ireland www.marinedimensions.ie

• Irish Basking Shark Project www.baskingshark.ie

• ISCOPE (Irish Whale & Dolphin Group) www.iwdg.ie

• Orchid Ireland www.habitas.org.uk/orchidireland

• Bird Atlas 2007-2011 www.birdwatchireland.ie

• Batlas 2010 www.batconservationireland.org

• Nature Watch     phenology.biodiversityireland.ie

• Moths Ireland www.mothsireland.com

• Lichen Ireland www.habitas.org.uk/lichenireland

• Dragonfly Ireland www.habitas.org.uk/dragonflyireland

Upcoming national events

20-21 May Ireland’s BioBlitz 2011  
  www.biodiversityireland.ie

10-12 June Bat detector workshop 
  www.batconservationireland.org

21 August Whale Watch Ireland 2011 
  www.iwdg.ie

24-25 September Irish Wildlife  
  Rehabilitation conference 
  www.irishwildlifematters.ie


