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Editorial 
A buzz about biodiversity this year...

As I write this editorial, the sun is 
shining and spring has well and 
truly sprung. Bumblebees and 
butterflies are starting to fly and 
records are coming to the Centre 
in the droves. Our programme of 
workshops is almost completely 
booked out, our facebook pages 
are buzzing, and the BioBlitz race 
has already started! The appetite 
for recording and learning about 
Ireland’s biodiversity is almost insatiable and truly heralds a 
golden era for the recording of Ireland’s biodiversity.
 
This issue of Biodiversity Ireland reflects the hive of activity going 
on with both professional and amateur recorders and shows 
that all of us can make important contributions to the better 
understanding of Ireland’s wildlife. The articles within this issue 
also highlight the expertise that we have in Ireland. We were 
delighted to give recognition to this expertise and present the 
Distinguished Recorder’s Award to Dr. Tina Aughney and Dr. Roy 
Anderson in November.  The Centre aims to share this expertise 
and encourage a new generation of naturalists by expanding the 
popular series of identification workshops this year and they are 
listed at the back of this issue.
 
If you’d like to make your own contribution to this buzz, we are 
always looking for biodiversity records. Be it a bird, mammal, 
insect, fish – all records are welcome and contribute to important 
developments in biodiversity research and conservation including 
red lists, atlases, and conservation assessments. 

Go to www.biodiversityireland.ie for more details.

Dr. Eugenie Regan - Editor
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We know from conservation assessments that 
Ireland’s wildlife is not faring well. Approximately 
30% of bees and non-marine molluscs are under 
threat of extinction, for example, and most habitats 

listed for protection under the 
EU Habitats Directives are in bad 
condition. Ireland is not unique in 
this regard, nor is concern for wildlife 
conservation a new phenomenon.

Conservation has changed over the 
decades. The first efforts to tackle 
wildlife conservation began with 
earliest legislation to protect some 
key species from over-exploitation.  It 
became clear that protecting species 
without protecting the habitats upon 
which they depended was useless, so 
then followed a period of designation 
of nature reserves. 

A new approach to conservation was signalled by the 
ratification of the Convention on Biological Diversity 
in 1990. The new approach talked of ‘biological 
diversity’ and the goods and services provided by 
ecosystem function. From an Irish perspective, it 
highlighted two key policy changes. First, those 
efforts for conservation had to move from designated 
sites to addressing conservation in the wider 
countryside. Secondly, if conservation was to be 
successful, it needed to move from being a concern 
unique to the conservation sector to being integrated 
across all sectors.

There is evidence of this shift in policy emphasis in 
Ireland. The local authorities are now taking an active 
role in the conservation of biological diversity thanks 
to the Heritage and Biodiversity Officer Network 
established by the Heritage Council. Government 
Departments also recognise that they need to 

address biodiversity concerns in policy development, 
a responsibility most recently articulated with the 
publication of Actions for Biodiversity 2011-2016 – 
Ireland’s Second Biodiversity Plan. The work of the 
Data Centre should also be mentioned in this context 
as it opens up the mysterious world of biodiversity 
data collection to a much wider audience, and helps 
to present information in a way that makes it more 
useful for decision making in different sectors.

The question of how to integrate biodiversity 
conservation into different sectors is the latest 
emphasis in international conservation policy. 
Hence the talk of the ‘goods and services’ provided 
by ecosystem and biodiversity function, and the 
attempts to put a monetary value on these services. 
For some, this commoditisation of wildlife is 
lamented, for others it is just pragmatism; the latter’s 
mantra being ‘what we value we use; what is free 
we lose’.

Personally, I appreciate the intrinsic value of nature 
and biodiversity and I feel that that is sufficient 
justification to conserve nature for future generations. 
However, I also realise that for others this is not 
justification enough, and like it or not, we must 
seek the support of other sectors if we are to turn 
around the decline in biodiversity. This will involve 
engaging with the sectors that have no interest in 
the intrinsic value of biodiversity, but that might be 
swayed by making a business case for conserving 
and investing in biodiversity management.  So 
having a report from the erstwhile Department of 
Environment, Heritage and Local Government which 
estimates that biodiversity contributes at least €2.6 
billion each year to the Irish economy through the 
goods and services it provides to society is a hugely 
significant statement. Biodiversity is clearly a vital 
national asset, and like any national asset it requires 
investments, wise management and to be taken 
seriously at high level in public policy. What is also 
required is for the conservation sector to be more 
innovative and strategic in its approach to achieve 
positive outcomes for biodiversity in the future.

Dr. Liam Lysaght, Centre Director

Valuing Biodiversity
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Claire Goodwin of the Ulster Museum 

explains that there’s more to sponges 

than SpongeBob SquarePants!

Say ‘sponge’ and most people conjure up an image of soft bath sponges (or, at a push, SpongeBob SquarePants). In fact this group 
encompasses thousands of species which come in a huge variety of forms and colours. The ‘spongin’ tissue that makes up the 
main body of these invertebrates is usually supported by a skeleton of ‘spicules’, hard structures of calcium or silica which come in 
many shapes, some strikingly beautiful under a microscope. Use a sponge with spicules in the bath and it might cut you to shreds. 
However, luckily for us these are not present in some species such as the bath sponge Spongia officinalis.

Sponges are simple invertebrates in the phylum ‘Porifera’. They 
are thought to be one of the oldest animal groups, a recently 
discovered 650 million year old fossil represents the most 
ancient example of animal life. Life history in the group is very 
varied with some species going from 
settlement to death in a few months 
whereas others show little growth and 
may not reproduce annually; 
individuals of the ‘living fossil’ 
sclerosponges may be over 5,000 
years old. The name of the phylum 
comes from the latin for ‘pore bearing’ 
and was given because of the tiny holes which cover their 
surface. These pores are the entry to a system of canals which 
the sponges use for filter feeding. Specialised choanocyte cells 
create a current through the canals and the sponge extracts tiny 
food particles (bacteria, plankton, and detritus) from the water. 
There may be 7,000-18,000 choanocytes per cubic millimetre 
of sponge and each of these can pump about 1,200 times its 
own volume per day. 

Why study sponges? 

Sponges are an important part of many marine communities, 
particularly on cliffs and other rocky areas. They feed on 
miniscule particles that otherwise would not get back into the 
food chain, and a host of predators such as sea slugs and crabs 
then feed on them. Sponges also provide a home for other 
smaller animals, either on their surface or within their tissues, 
where the water chambers make cosy burrows. In one study, 
11 species of sponge from one area were found to have 242 
other invertebrate species living on and in them. The number of 

sponge species present can help to indicate how healthy an 
area is, and changes in numbers of particular species over time 
may even provide early warning of pollution, temperature 
changes due to climate change and other types of 

environmental problems. Scientists are 
also starting to realise the potential 
that chemicals produced by sponges, 
for protection and defence, have as 
medicinal drugs. These ‘bio-active’ 
compounds have been successfully 
developed into new antibiotics and 
anti-cancer drugs, but so far most of 

this work has been done in the tropics. Recent studies have 
revealed that Hymeniacidon perlevis, a very common shore 
species found in Britain and Ireland, has anti-cancer potential, 
and the team believes that many more compounds could be 
discovered from local sponge species.

Sponge Biodiversity

Even among marine biologists, sponges have a reputation as 
being difficult to identify. Early workers in the field couldn’t 
even decide which kingdom they belonged to; Pliny considered 
them to be ‘neither living creatures nor yet plants’, Linnaeus 
initially classified them as algae (although he eventually moved 
them to the animal kingdom), and only in 1826 did Grant finally 
confirm their animal identity. Species identification often 
requires microscopic study and even then it can depend on 
almost imperceptible differences in spicule form (although now 
molecular sequencing can give a helping hand in confirming 
species status). Johnston, an early sponge taxonomist, lamented 
in 1842 that ‘there is so much in common to them, and each 

a recent study of the sponges 

of Rathlin Island found 128 

species, an amazing 28 of 

which were new to science
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adapts itself so readily to circumstances and assumes a new 
mask, that it requires a tact, to be gained only by some 
experience, to recognize them under their guises.’  For most 
areas around the coasts of Britain and Ireland the last time 
sponges were surveyed was in the 19th and early 20th 
centuries, the Victorians having a soft spot for them. At this 
time most sampling involved dredging up specimens from the 
sea-bed so many species are known only from tiny preserved 
fragments and there is no information on their living appearance 
– a real problem for field biologists. Since the advent of diving, 
biologists - including Ulster Museum staff - have been slowly 
gathering information on in situ appearance; however, 
confirmation by examining the skeleton and spicule forms 
under the microscope is often still required. Many species alter 
their form when exposed to different environmental conditions 
and sampling is needed to ground-truth new survey areas and 
confirm the range of morphs present.  Whilst it is possible to 
identify a few massive species easily under water (such as the 
familiar large grey mound of the elephant’s hide sponge, 
Pachymatisma johnstonia) most of our sponge species form 
thin crusts that can at first look quite nondescript. These 
encrusting sponges can range from about 1cm to more than 
20cm across. Some are so thin that it’s almost impossible to 
scrape them off the rock when sampling.

8,000 species and counting

Worldwide there are currently 8,116 named and described 
species of sponge but researchers believe that represents only 
about half of the total number.  This is partly due to a lack of 
taxonomic expertise and a consequent lack of sampling, but it 
is also a reflection of the diversity within under-sampled groups, 
such as encrusting sponge species, and the number of 
historically under-sampled but biologically rich areas (e.g. 
Australia and the coral triangle). Sponges are present in both 
fresh and salt water but are most diverse in the sea. There are 
around 400 sponge species currently known from the seas 
around Ireland and Britain, but even in our comparatively well-
studied waters, further exploration has great potential to reveal 
more: a recent study of the sponges of Rathlin Island, Northern 
Ireland (a small island just six miles long) found 128 species, an 
amazing 28 of which were new to science.  A follow up project 
of several areas of the UK found 166 species, 30 of which were 
new to science. The BioMar survey documented some sponge 
species in Ireland but, like other general marine surveys, was 
unable to do the intensive sampling required to determine the 
true extent of Ireland’s sponge biodiversity. There are likely to 
be many more new species out there – if you’d like to help, or 
just want more information on this fascinating group, my email 
address is claire.goodwin@nmni.com. 

Further Information: 
World Porifera Database - www.marinespecies.org/porifera
Sponges of Britain and Ireland - www.habitas.org.uk/
marinelife/sponge_guide/

Research diver Jen Jones examining a sponge ‘garden’ in the Isles of Scilly. There are 
many different massive sponges here including the hedgehog sponge Polymastia 
boletiformis and the branching sponge Axinella dissimilis

Tethya hibernica Heim, Nickel, Picton & Brümmer, 2007 Spicules: A) and B) 
Asters C) Style. Scale bars 10μm. This species was also described new to 
science from Rathlin Island.

Hymedesmia (Hymedesmia) stellifera Goodwin and Picton 2009. Spicules:   
(A) Small acanthostyle, (B) Ectosomal spicule, (C) Large acanthostyle end, (D) 
Sigma, (E) Chelae, scale bars 10μm. This species was described new to science 
from Rathlin Island.
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Seen sitting on a flower drinking nectar, 
the hoverfly Episyrphus balteatus, with 
its rather tasteful orange and black 
markings, appears a quite charming 
and innocent little being. It’s not easy 
to reconcile its appearance with that 
of the multicoloured, savage, 
voracious maggot it was 
a few weeks previously, 
terrorising colonies of 
greenfly when it appeared 
among them, like a wolf in 
a flock of sheep. 

That fly will have stabbed and 
sucked dry more than 600 greenfly 
while growing up. The transformation process takes only a couple of weeks, 
while the insect is in a resting phase between larva and adult. We smile on 
this fly because it performs a significant role in pollination of some orchard 
crops and overlook the larva’s rather gross behaviour because it is, after all, 
eating greenfly, which has to be good, no?

Hoverflies are a family of true, or two-winged flies (Diptera), represented in 
Europe by some 850 species, 180 of which are known from Ireland. What 
makes them interesting? Interest, rather like beauty, is very much “in the 
eye of the beholder” - it depends on what “turns you on”. Many hoverflies 
are brightly-coloured, if you look you can find them almost everywhere, 
there’s quite a lot known about them and they can be used as bioindicators 
in biodiversity maintenance. You can’t eat them, their voices don’t make fine 
melody (unless you are a connoisseur of buzzing noises) and they’d not make 
good pets. Probably, you have to decide for yourself!

As their name suggests, most hoverflies hover. Episyrphus balteatus, glowing 
golden in a beam of sunlight descending through the canopy over a woodland 
path, can hang apparently motionless in the air some metres above the 
ground, as though fueled by some anti-gravity device. Other hoverflies can do 
likewise. Most retain a horizontal position while hovering, their wings moving 
so fast as to be invisible, but some, like Didea alneti, hover in an almost 
vertical position, which looks quite peculiar.

Main Image: The hoverfly Xanthogramma, hovering 
over water (www.shutterstock.com)

Inset: This adult hoverfly Episyrphus balteatus was a savage 
maggot a few weeks previously (J.M. Gourreau)

Martin Speight introduces us 

to the fascinating world 

of Irish hoverflies
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About one third of Ireland’s 180 or so hoverfly species would receive 
approval via their plant-bug eating activities, and nearly all of them are 
pollinators. But a second third of the species are internal feeders in the 
tissues of herbaceous plants as larvae and the rest are saprophages. To find 
such a range of larval feeding habits is unusual in one family of flies. The 
plant feeders are nearly all dwellers in the dark, specialised in feeding on 
bulbs, corms, bulbils, tubers and rhizomes. Some of them are probably more 
saprophages than hebivores, feeding in decaying bulbs rather than healthy 
ones. The truly saprophagic syrphid larvae live among decaying plant 
tissues of one sort or another, the different species using many and various 
different microhabitats.  

A common back garden hoverfly, Syritta pipiens, is a habitué of compost 
heaps, as a larva. The disconcertingly bee-like Eristalis tenax, well-nigh 
ubiquitous in Ireland, grows up under water, feeding on micro-organisms in 
organically enriched mud, the seepage from silage clamps, in muck heaps 
and a wide variety of other submerged, eutrophicated substrates. It’s larvae 
are one of the group commonly referred to as “rat-tailed maggots”, from 
the extremely extensible, periscopic respiratory process they extend up to 
the water surface, to breathe atmospheric air – a good trick when you live 
in dirty water. The general humidity of the Irish climate, coupled with the 
ubiquity of cows and cattle in the Irish countryside make one saprophagous 
hoverfly, Rhingia campestris, especially frequent here. It’s larvae inhabit 
cow dung.

None of the Irish hoverflies with plant-feeding larvae are mimics, but 
mimicry of bees, bumble bees  or wasps is frequent among the other 
species.  By and large they are mimics of bees and wasps  also found  in 
Ireland. A strange piece of mimicry with what must be of ancient origin, 
involves species of the orchid genus Ophrys and the hoverfly genus 
Microdon. Microdon is strange in many ways, one of them being that 
the adult fly does not seem to feed. But males of Microdon mutabilis 
are known to visit the flowers of the spider orchids (Ophyrs fuciflora and 
O.sphegodes) in an attempt to mate with them, the flowers mimicing so 
closely the female of Microdon. This false mating results in the orchid’s 
pollinia attaching to the Microdon, so repeated false matings with different 
flowers results in pollination of the orchid. But today the fly and the flower 
are both rare and almost never occur together (spider orchids are absent 
from Ireland), so pollination of the orchid by Microdon must be vanishingly 
scarce. Microdon has the odd distinction of having been first 
described as a mollusc, because its larva, which lives in ants’ 
nests,  looks surprisingly like a small slug, and moves 
in a manner reminiscent of a mollusc. It was a long 
time before it was discovered that Microdon larvae 
metamorphosed into flies.

A lot of information about European 
hoverflies has now been digitised 
into a published database, so that 
they can become tools in biodiversity 
maintenance work. So far, they have 
been employed as bioindicators in 
this way in France, Ireland, Italy, the 
Netherlands, Spain and Switzerland. 

For more information, go to 
the Irish Wildlife Manuals 
at the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service website www.
npws.ie or google ‘Syrph the Net’.

The savage maggot of Episyrphus balteatus stabbing and sucking 
its greenfly prey (S. Ball)

The aquatic, “rat-tailed maggot” larva of Eristalis (J.M. Gourreau)

Doros profuges: hoverfly mimic of 
eumenid wasps (J.-P. Sarthou)

Volucella bombylans: hoverfly mimic of bumble 
bees, that lives in bumble bee nests as a larva 
(E. Castella)

Ophrys sphegodes: a spider orchid 
mimicing the female of Microdon



BI issue 9  |  8

Ireland’s marine fishes are both the best known and least known parts 

of our biodiversity. Declan Quigley explains…

Fishes exhibit enormous diversity in their morphology, in the habitats 
they occupy, and in their biology. Up to 2004, an estimated 27,977 
valid extant species of fishes had been described worldwide which 
constituted slightly over 50% of all known living vertebrates. 
About 200 new species are described each year and it has been 
conservatively estimated that the total number of fish species is 
probably close to 32500. About 16,000 species usually live all of 
their lives in the oceans, which cover 70% of the earth’s surface and 
account for 97% of its water. Although the vast majority of marine 
species have been recorded from coastal and littoral zones, it is 
likely that many species new to science await discovery in oceanic 
zones beyond the 200m continental shelf.

Although in global terms, relatively few marine fish species 
have been recorded in the NE Atlantic and Mediterranean (c. 
1,256) at least 45% of these have been recorded from Irish  
EEZ waters.

At least 567 marine fish species have been recorded from 
Irish EEZ waters to date, including 245 species  from inshore 
waters (128 species exclusively from <200m), 439 species 
from offshore waters (322 species exclusively from >200m) 
and 117 species from both inshore and offshore waters. At 
least 31 species are euryhaline, including 12 diadromous 
species, which have the physiological ability to live in either 
freshwater or seawater or both during different stages of 
their life cycle.

Ireland’s marine fish fauna is derived from several 
biogeographical zones

Ireland’s inshore marine fish fauna represents a rich and 
interesting amalgam of species derived from several 
biogeographical zones. About 50% of our inshore species are 
indigenous, cool-temperate in range, and are found virtually 
around the whole coast at most times of the year. The vast 
majority of our commercially important species belong to 
this group. However, superimposed on this group are four 
more significant elements.
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The Mediterranean-Lusitanian group 
includes species that are usually at 
the northern limit of their range in 
Irish waters, either as residents or as 
summertime migrants. They are normally 
more abundant southwards from the Bay 
of Biscay and in the Mediterranean. The 
North Atlantic Drift is also responsible for 
carrying a small number of sub-tropical 
species into Irish waters from the Western 
Atlantic. Warm-water species currently 
account for 30.2% of our inshore species.

Cool-temperate eastern Boreal species 
usually extend only as far south as the 
North Sea but a few occur in Irish waters 
either as residents or migrants. Cold-
water species currently account for a 
relatively small percentage (6.5%) of our 
inshore species. 

Finally, our inshore fish fauna is also 
supplemented by a relatively small 
percentage (12.7%) of deep-water 
species which are usually more abundant 
at depths >200m on the upper continental 
slope.

Ireland’s marine fish fauna is 
constantly changing

Interestingly, the number of species 
is constantly changing. Since 1957 an 
average of 1.1 species per year has 
been recorded as new to Irish inshore 
waters. Several factors have undoubtedly 
contributed to this increase, including 
the exponential commercial exploitation 
of “new” species and habitats, 
the development of SCUBA diving, 
underwater photography, sea angling, 
increasing research and recording effort 
and general educational awareness.

Although the overall percentage of 
indigenous, deep-water, warm-water and 
cool-water species in Irish inshore waters 
has increased by 12%, 48%, 54% & 129% 
respectively over the last 50 years, it is 
thought that the increase in deep-water 
and cool-water species may be due to 
increasing commercial exploitation on the 
edge of the continental shelf rather than 
an actual increase in species diversity. 
In contrast, the increase in warm-water 

species suggests that environmental 
factors such as global warming may be 
significantly affecting Ireland’s inshore 
marine fish biodiversity. 

Huge bias towards commercially 
important species

While considerable effort and expense is 
devoted on an annual basis in estimating 
the relative abundance of a very small 
number (c. 20) of commercially important 
fish species, little is known about the 
current status of the vast majority of 
both commercial and non-commercial 
species (c.547). Although 41.6% of our 
inshore species are currently regarded 
as “common”, a significant percentage 
are regarded as “rare” (27.3%), 
“scarce” (9.8%), “local” (12.7%) and 
“indeterminate” (8.6%). Indeed, many 
of our commercial and non-commercial 
species are currently considered to 
be at risk or under various degrees of 
threat either due to over-exploitation or 
restricted distribution but primarily due to 
a lack of information about their status. 
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In 1993, only 6 of our marine fish species 
were listed in the Red Data Book on Irish 
Vertebrates, and only 5 of these were 
afforded protection under the EU Habitats 
Directive (1992) and Bern Convention 
(1982). Unfortunately, the vast majority 
of existing legislation is aimed more at 
the conservation of very small number 
of fish species as an exploitable resource 
rather than as an element of our  
native fauna.

Despite the subjective element in 
attempting to estimate the status of 
our marine fish species, it is becoming 
increasingly apparent that uncommon 
species and particularly those on the 
edge of their distribution can prove to 
be essential indicators of environmental 
change. While dramatic changes in 
abundance may simply reflect better 
recording effort, in some cases, it 
may represent a significant biological 

event. Fish, more than their terrestrial 
counterparts, can move freely in 
response to environmental factors, and 
are thus better indicators of change. The 
biodiversity of Ireland’s marine fish fauna 
is constantly evolving, and therefore its 
status needs to be monitored on an on-
going basis.

Boar-fish (Capros aper)
The Boar-fish is a small, gregarious, planktivorous, mesopelagic species, distributed at depths of 40-600m. 

Originally regarded as “rare” in inshore waters up to the late 1950s, it was subsequently recorded in fair 

numbers off the south-west coast and occasionally from the Irish Sea during the 1960s, 70s and 

80s. Since the 1990s, increasingly large numbers were captured as a by-catch by mid-water 

pelagic trawlers targeting mackerel and scad (Trachurus trachurus) off the south-west, west 

and north-west coast. Initially regarded as a worthless nuisance by-catch, it is now specifically 

targeted as a valuable commercial species used in the production of fish-meal. Potential products and 

markets for human consumption are currently being investigated. Over the last decade, landings by Irish 

vessels increased from 120 tonnes in 2001 to 137,500 tonnes in 2010.

Tinsel Fish or Deep-scale Dory 
(Grammicolepis branchiusculsus)
The Tinsel Fish is a circum-global, deep-water, bathypelagic species inhabiting 

depths of 400-1000m. Recorded for the first time in Irish waters (Porcupine 

Bank) during December 2010, there are only a handful of previous records 

from North-West Europe.

Portuguese Blenny (Parablennius ruber)
The Portuguese Blenny is a small sub-littoral warm-water Mediterranean-Lusitanian 

species widespread throughout the Mediterranean and southern European Atlantic 

coasts. The species was first recorded from Irish waters in July 1982 and since then 

specimens have been observed and photographed by SCUBA divers from several 

exposed sites along the west coast. It is expected that the increasing popularity of SCUBA diving 

along with the development of underwater photography will undoubtedly lead to the discovery of several 

more cryptic fish species in Irish inshore habitats.

Cod (Gadus morhua)
The Cod is an inshore, demersal, cold-water Eastern Boreal species which historically was of 

significant commercial importance. However, over the last three decades Irish landings have 

collapsed by almost 90%. Apart from over-exploitation, it is thought that environmental 

factors, such as increasing seawater temperatures may be contributing to its decline.

Albacore or Long-Fin Tuna (Thunnus alalunga)
The Albacore is a highly migratory, warm-water, pelagic species usually found in tropical and warm temperate waters of 

the Atlantic. Up to 1976 the species was regarded are “rare” in Irish waters but since 1990 it has been 

increasingly targeted as a seasonally important commercial species off the south-west coast 

(c.3,500 tonnes was landed by Irish vessels during 2011). Over the last two decades, 

several fish species new to Irish waters were recorded as a by-catch in this fishery.

(Declan Quigley)

(Declan Quigley)

(Shutterstock)

(Michel Bariche)

(Anne Fitzgerald)
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Landscape Conservation
for Irish Bats

Niamh Roche reports on 

an exciting, innovative 

project looking at bat 

conservation from the 

landscape level

The Landscape Conservation for Irish Bats project was a ground-breaking project which aimed to 

provide a landscape conservation guide for Irish bat species. Using the existing online database 

of species’ records we looked at habitat and landscape associations of the nine bat species 

that commonly occur in Ireland. Statistical models were constructed for each bat species using 

records from the BCIreland database from 2000-2009. This method allows species’ records 

that have not been collected in a systematic survey to be examined. The results help explain 

patterns of species’ occurrence and predict where species might occur. Landcover, topography, 

climate, soil pH, riparian habitat and human bias factors were included in the models.

We mapped the areas that are likely to be 
suitable for individual species, ‘core 
favourable area’ for each species, roosting 
habitat preferences, and roost site 
characteristics based on maternity roost 
records. The results show that, for the 
majority of species, suitable areas exist in all 
regions of Ireland. The lesser horseshoe bat 
(Rhinolophus hipposideros) (see Figure 1) 
and rarely recorded Nathusius’ pipistrelle 
(Pipistrellus nathusii) (Figure 2) are the 
exceptions with more restricted distributions. 

Some generalisations about bats’ preferences 
in Ireland could be made such as:

 Positive selection for broadleaf woodland  
 and mixed forestry

 Avoidance of peatlands and some   
 anthropogenically modified areas, such as  
 conifer forestry and densely urban areas.

Interestingly, complex, species-specific, 
patterns of roosting habitat association were 
found. With regard to roosts in buildings, 
Daubenton’s bats were found to select 

non-insulated structures while brown 
long-eared bats prefer churches. All species 
except the Natterer’s bat were found to be 
associated with a particular wall material with 
most species selecting stone-walled buildings. 

BCIreland is currently writing a book on the 
State of Irish Bats which will incorporate maps 
and results from this study along with trend 
data from the various bat monitoring 
schemes. We plan to have this book available 
at the 7th Irish Bat Conference which will be 
held in Sligo in September this year, see the 
events page of our website (www.
batconservationireland.org) for more details.

To see the landscape association maps from 
the project go to www.biodiversityireland. You 
can also download the full report from the 
publications page of the BCIreland website. 
For information about the Centre for Irish Bat 
Research go to www.cibr.ie. 

This project was devised by Bat Conservation 
Ireland (BCIreland) in partnership with the 
Centre for Irish Bat Research (UCD and Queens 
University Belfast).

Nathusius’ pipistrelle (Pipistrellus nathusii). 
This species has a restricted landscape 
favourability on the island, its stronghold 
is in Northern Ireland (Jon Russ).

Modelled landscape suitability for the lesser horseshoe 
bat (Rhinolophus hipposideros), pictured left, in Ireland, 

darker squares indicate greater suitability. 
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A call for new Irish records for the Orthoptera: grasshoppers, 
crickets, bush-crickets and allied species

Large marsh grasshopper (Albert Vliegenthart)

Ireland has what is arguably the most beautiful orthopteran 
in north-western Europe, the large marsh grasshopper 
Stethophyma grossum. This, the biggest of grasshoppers from our 
isles, is like an exquisite multi-coloured miniature locust inhabiting 
the wettest parts of an equally threatened European landscape, 
the peat bog. The large marsh grasshopper represents one of a 
number of species to be found in Ireland from this spectacular, yet 
under-recorded group of insects. Indeed, the Orthoptera remained 
a fairly neglected group in Ireland until the 1970’s, when interest 
in the group began to produce a number of significant records 
including the discovery of several new species. 

The lesser marsh grasshopper Chorthippus albomarginatus, 
which had been discovered in 1960, was confirmed as an Irish 
species with a number of new sites being found; the greenhouse 
camel cricket Diestrammena (formerly Tachycines) asynamorus 
was found in 1975, followed by Roesel’s bush-cricket Metrioptera 
roeselii in 1977, dark bush-cricket Pholidoptera griseoaptera 
in 1983 and short-winged cone-head Conocephalus dorsalis in 
1989. This certainly suggests that surveys of unrecorded areas 
could yield new records for these recently discovered species, 
and highlights the additional (if remote) possibility of discovering 
yet another species for Ireland. An Irish mole cricket Gryllotalpa 
gryllotalpa would be a considerable highlight! Records for stick 
insects (Phasmida), earwigs (Dermaptera) and cockroaches and 
mantids (Dictyoptera) are also being collected for the British and 
Irish Orthoptera Atlas.

Ireland is an important and integral part of a picture of post-glacial 
colonisation in north-western Europe and the recent dynamic and 
unprecedented changes in the fortunes of some of our native 
orthopterans makes this a particularly interesting group to study.

The new atlas that is currently in progress provides an opportunity 
to collate all new records and assess the current status of species 
in Ireland, particularly with regard to those species that are 
exhibiting significant range expansions that have been linked to 
our changing climate e.g. Roesel’s bush-cricket and lesser marsh 
grasshopper.
 
A fruitful collaboration between British and Irish naturalists to build 
a contemporary picture of orthopteran distribution will produce a 
distribution atlas that reflects these changes and provide a new 
baseline of data against which future changes for this colourful and 
remarkable group of insects can be measured. We look forward to 
receiving new records (all of which will be suitably acknowledged 
in the atlas) from Irish recorders. Good luck!

Peter Sutton, Orthoptera Recording Scheme Coordinator 

The oak longhorn Phymatodes testaceus (L.) and other new 
Irish beetles

Irish beetles as a group are comparatively well known so it is 
surprising that so many previously unrecorded species have been 
found within the last five years - a total of 52 species, i.e. over 2% 
of the Irish list.

The reasons for this are several. A new generation of college-
educated and enthusiastic naturalists is springing up. There is a 
general increase in enthusiasm for Ireland’s environment among 
its citizens. And recent warming of the climate allied with the 
free movement of goods and services has brought hitchhikers and 
stowaways from all parts of the world. 

There is only space here to look at one or two examples of the 
new discoveries. The finding of well established colonies of the 
large and colourful oak longhorn Phymatodes testaceus at Tynan 
Abbey near the border in south Armagh, must rank as one of the 
most extraordinary. This species was rare in southern Britain in the 
early part of the twentieth century, then increased dramatically 
and was widespread north to the midlands in the middle years 
before declining again and becoming uncommon by the end of 
the century. It is a notifiable pest attacking stored oak logs which 
the larvae can bore into with some facility. It was noticeable that 
the only holes penetrating the heartwood on oaks at Tynan were 
either due to anobiids (woodworm beetles – quite small holes, 

Grasshoppers & Crickets

Beetles

Biodiversity Tales
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very old dead wood) or to Phymatodes (fresh dead wood). 
Other longhorns such as Rhagium mordax and Leiopus nebulosus 
seemed unable to penetrate the heartwood.  Live beetles were 
found under bark ready to emerge on two occasions, 1 July and 
26 July 2011 (Roy Anderson and Mike Bryan). Once emerged 
the adults are nocturnal and are not known to feed at flowers so 
would be difficult to detect. Look for adults under bark on dead oak 
branches, especially those lodged against the tree after breaking 
off. The moderate-sized angular holes in heartwood and often 
coming out through the bark will indicate their presence.

The oak longhorn beetle was discovered in Ireland in July 2011 (Roy Anderson).

Other notable species include the greenish, golden-haired click 
beetle Paraphotistis nigricornis and a staphylinid new to science, 
Quedius lyszkowskii. Paraphotistis was discovered in very large 
numbers at Coole Park between Gort and Galway, south-east 
Galway during BioBlitz on 22 May 2010. Sweeping along the 
edge of Coole turlough produced an abundance of specimens 
which were identified by Peter Hodge, a British entomologist 
familiar with the species. In Britain in recent years it has become 
very scattered with records from North Yorkshire to Kent and the 
south coast, across to south-east Wales. Its larvae develop in the 
roots of grass in waterlogged soil. But how was it overlooked in 
Ireland until now? No-one knows. Look out for the adults sunning 
themselves on leaves in the wet margins of seasonally flooded 
woodland, particularly in sheltered places in the south and west. 
Quedius lyszkowskii was described new to science by Derek Lott 
in 2010 from material collected in Scotland and Ireland. It lives 
under bark on trees, has red elytra and is about 12 mm long, so 
should be easy to spot. It has escaped detection until now by 
masquerading as similar species in the genus such as Quedius 
cruentus or Q. puncticollis which though similar aren’t found either 
on trees or under bark. It has been found in collections made over 
a century ago in Killarney and also near Dublin and is currently 
fairly common in woods around Belfast. Widespread then, if 
uncommon. It prefers large fallen trees with fungoid bark that is 
just beginning to loosen i.e. trees fallen and dead about a year or 
more. 

Many of the other beetles seen recently have clearly come over 
from Britain as part of the aerial plankton or been brought as 
stowaways on and in fruit, vegetables and plants imported to 
garden centres. The pace of change seems to be hotting up so 
keep a sharp eye out for new arrivals round your way! 

Roy Anderson

I’m not sure the weather did bumblebees any favours in 2011, 
but it was a good year for records. 

All the Irish bumblebee species were spotted with the exception 
of Bombus vestalis, which hasn’t been recorded here since 1926.  
In very positive news, we’ve now got a network of bumblebee 
recorders around the country and a series of recording initiatives 
which can be found at: http://pollinators.biodiversityireland.ie/
recording-schemes

As part of ‘Rare Species Watch’ Dara Stanley, Aoife O’Rourke, Erin-
Jo Tiedeken, Shane McGuinnes, Chloe Galley & Miles Newman 
organised a bumblebee trip to the Mullet, Co. Mayo in July 
2011.  They found the endangered great yellow bumblebee 
(B. distinguendus) at four separate sites.  Sharon Munelly 
(University of Limerick) confirmed that healthy populations 
remain at the Mullet.  As part of her final year project, she carried 
out bumblebee surveys there in August and found the great 
yellow bumblebee at about half of the 21 sites surveyed, most 
commonly feeding on red clover and knapweed.  The vulnerable 
red shanked carder bee was also observed in large numbers.  In 
more good news, a new site was identified for B. distinguendus at 
Rossnowlagh in Donegal by Frank Smyth in April.

Cuckoo bumblebees are much rarer than true bumblebees, 
but 2011 was a good year for sightings; thanks largely to the 
Bumblebee Monitoring Scheme volunteers.  B. bohemicus was the 
most common cuckoo spotted, with records coming in from across 
the country.

As part of our early and latest sightings challenge, six new records 
were set in 2011 with the earliest ever submitted records for  
B. hortorum (17 Feb: Don Cotton & David McNicholas), B. sylvarum 
(28 April: Sharon Parr), B. monticola (12 April: Aoife O’Rourke), 
B. bohemicus (25 March: Anneke Vrieling), B. campestris (9 
April: Sharon Parr), and B. sylvestris (12 April: Lynda Weekes).  
By 8 January 2012, we’d already broken two records so fingers 
crossed 2012 is going to be another good year for improving our 
knowledge of Irish bumblebees.  

Úna Fitzpatrick, National Biodiversity Data Centre

Bees

The endangered great yellow bumblebee 
Bombus distinguendus (Dara Stanley)
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The squirrel pox virus (which is fatal to red squirrels) has 
recently been confirmed in Ireland

Eurasian Red Squirrel (Edward Delaney)

The big news on Irish mammals since the last issue of Biodiversity 
Ireland is that the squirrel pox virus has been confirmed in Ireland. 
It has been recorded in five locations from four counties, namely 
Antrim, Down, Wicklow and Dublin. The arrival of the virus is 
very bad news for the conservation of the red squirrel in Ireland 
as the disease is generally fatal and a large percentage of local 
populations can be affected.

The Atlas of Mammals in Ireland initiative is progressing well. Bat 
Conservation Ireland has updated the National Bat Database for 
Ireland to incorporate the data collected as part of the BATLAS 2010 
initiative, and NPWS has provided the National Lesser Horseshoe 
Bat Database so that there are now comprehensive data for all bat 
species. 

All data submitted through the online recording form up to the 
end of January have been added to the database and are now 
mapped on the mapping system. Since the project began in April 
2011 2,782 records of 28 species have been received from just 
over 300 recorders. The Atlas of Mammals in Ireland has received 
support from many organisations and individuals and it is also one 
of the actions contained in the Actions for Biodiversity 2011–2015 
– Ireland’s 2nd Biodiversity Action Plan.   

Bat Conservation Ireland, working with the Centre for Irish Bat 
Research, has produced a ‘Landscape Conservation for Irish Bats’ 
online tool to guide bat conservation efforts in Ireland. Applying 
sophisticated modeling techniques to the bat observation data, 
Mathieu Lundy produced a bat landscape index showing areas of 
the country that are most favourable for bats. This is presented 
as a GIS layer and has been added to the Biodiversity Maps data 
portal for use in the decision making process.

Liam Lysaght, National Biodiversity Data Centre

Fin whales are third most frequently reported species during 
the winter months 

During the five month reporting period October 2011 to February 
2012, IWDG received and validated 481 cetacean sighting records 
of nine species; a 7% decline on the same period in 2010/11. 
October was the busiest month with 127 sightings. 87.5% of 
all records were allocated to species level; the remainder were 
downgraded, or indeed upgraded, to one of six generic categories.

As always, the harbour porpoise was the most frequently 
reported species with 169 sightings (35.7%), followed by 
bottlenose dolphin 86 (18.1%), fin whale 67 (14.1%), common 
dolphin 57 (12%), minke whale 16 (3.4%), humpback whale 
8 (1.7%), killer whale 3 (0.6%), Risso’s dolphin 3 (0.6%), 
pilot whale 2 (0.4%) and just two late basking shark records 
(0.4%).  Of particular interest is that fin whales were the 3rd most 
frequently reported species, the majority of reports coming from 
Co. Waterford (see photo), despite clusters off Slea Head, Co. Kerry, 
Co. Cork and Wexford. So while the minke whale still dominates 
by a ratio of 2:1 on an annual basis, it is clear that during the 
autumn/winter period, the fin whale is more dominant across 
a swathe of the Irish south coast. This fact wasn’t lost on the 
BBC who collaborated with IWDG to film them off Youghal in 
November; a first for British TV. 

One sighting which stood out was the common dolphin in Lough 
Hyne in West Cork, where it stayed for two days from 19 to 20 
November before expiring.  There was a run of interesting autumn 
activity in the North Irish Sea with three minke whales on 13 
October and four killer whales in the same area several miles off 
Clogher Head, Co. Louth.  

The species always likely to draw most media attention, the 
humpback whale, made appearances off Slea head in October 

Terrestrial Mammals Whales & Dolphins
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and November with a single animal. But the main concentration 
of humpback activity was once again off the Hook Head area, 
Co. Wexford, with repeat sightings on five days over a three 
week period 23 Jan to 12 February of a new animal #HBIRL19, 
bringing the Irish humpback whale catalogue to 20 recognisable 
individuals.  Upwards of six fin whales could be seen almost daily 
in this area throughout January and into the first week of February, 
providing a local boom to marine tour operators.  Once the herring 
spawning season ended at the mouth of Waterford harbour, the 
fin whales left the area but unlike other years they seem to have 
moved back towards their West Cork haunts. This movement has 
not been previously recorded by IWDG so late in the season.

On the strandings front…  

So far 2012 is proving to be the strangest yet. The average 
number of recorded strandings per year in January and February 
between 2007 and 2011 is 24.4. In the first two months of 2012, 
numbers have more than doubled with 54 strandings recorded 
during this period. Harbour porpoises and common dolphins are 
the species primarily affected but pilot whales and bottlenose 
dolphin strandings are also higher than would be expected. In all 
but two cases, the animals were dead when they stranded and 
cause of death was not established.  It is curious that this increase 
in strandings is impacting on both inshore and offshore species.

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

Spot the Alien!

Since the winter issue of Biodiversity Ireland the harlequin 
ladybird has been confirmed as established in two locations in 
Cork and Carlow with additional records of individual species being 

Hottentot fig is one of the invasive species which is being found in new areas (Shutterstock) 

reported from other sites in Ireland. It is now highly likely that 
these ladybirds will become a more common sight in Ireland.  
With spring also comes more sightings of the other two ‘Spot the 
Alien’ targeted species: the red lily beetle and the New Zealand 
flatworm. Please continue to report sightings of these species to 
the Spot the Alien recording scheme. 

Additional records to the database also include records of Muntjac 
deer as well as records of species in new areas (including zebra 
mussel, wire weed, hottentot fig, New Zealand pigmyweed, 
and New Zealand flatworm). Additional information loaded to 
the National Invasive Species Database website portal includes: 
identification sheets for download and circulation, species Alert 
tracking table web page and up-dated species profiles with 
additional data (work which was undertaken by intern Matt O’ 
Rourke). 

Please take time to register to receive invasive species alert 
notifications or your expertise as part of the invasive species Early 
Warning System.

Colette O’Flynn, National Biodiversity Data Centre

Fin whales showing why they were called the “Greyhounds of the Sea” by whalers (Pádraig Whooley)

Invasive Species
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Maria Long introduces us to the curious world of our land snails

When I began working on land snails in 2006 I was a complete novice. I had many surprises during my journey 
of discovery – and I’m still learning. For example, did you know that we have hairy snails here in Ireland, and 
that they are quite common? Another surprise for me was how tiny most of our snails are – many are under 
2mm! Up until then, my encounters with snails mainly consisted of dealing with them in my vegetable garden. 
There, all the snails I saw were large and hungry! Well, I can now confirm that those familiar snails are giants 
– relative to the majority of the rest of our species anyway.

How many types of snail?
There are almost 180 species of ‘non-marine mollusc’ (this means snails, slugs and relatives, which do not live in the 
sea or on the seashore) in Ireland. Of these, around 70 are native species of land snail. All of our land snails belong 
to the Class Gastropoda, range in size from <1mm to about 4cm, and have a coiled shell. Interestingly, those species 
which do not have shells are known as slugs, and they have, in fact, lost their shell over evolutionary time.

Ecosystem service
Most people only ever see a few species of snail – those which are best adapted to living close to man (and eating 
his veggies!). These species include the common (or garden) snail, Cornu asperum, the white- and brown-lipped 
snails, Cepaea hortensis and C. nemoralis, and the strawberry snail, Trochulus striolatus, as well as a battery of slug 
species. But the reality is that we have dozens of other species in Ireland which have no interest in eating our veggies. 
In fact, most species prefer to eat dead and rotting plant material, rather than juicy living plants, fruits or vegetables. In 
doing so, they provide the hugely important ecosystem service of breaking down and recycling nutrients. Molluscs are 
more efficient than many other invertebrates at assimilating dead plant material, a fact attributed to the presence of 
enzymes in their guts which enable them to decompose the structural polysaccharides found in plants.

Discus rotundatus (Roy Anderson) 

The garden snail, Cornu asperum 
(Shutterstock)

Counting the number of whorls is 
important for identifying snails
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What equipment do I need?
Getting to grips with our snail fauna doesn’t require much 
equipment thankfully. If you want to look at land snails in the field,  
the essentials include:

 A magnifying glass or hand lens (x10 magnification is usually 
 fine, x20 will help with trickier features)

 Some small tubs, petri dishes or tubes to store the snails in 
 (temporarily) and 

 A good ID book

The best book is Robert Cameron’s ‘Keys for the identification 
of Land Snails in the British Isles’ – a small, user friendly and 
comprehensive guide. Another good one is the Collins’ book ‘A 
Field Guide to the Land Snails of Britain and North-west Europe’ 
by Michael Kerney and Robert Cameron. This book is older, but still 
remains a good reference guide, especially for things such as size 
ranges and habitat preferences. Watch out though – a lot of the 
names have changed since this book was published in the late 
seventies. The MolluscIreland website compiled by Roy Anderson 
is also an excellent resource with photos and distribution maps for 
each species.

If your interest calls for a more in-depth approach, snail shells can 
be observed under the microscope. Even a rudimentary dissecting 
microscope can open up a world of wonder, revealing all manner of 
shell architectural features – growth lines, ribs, spines, striae (radial 
or spiral), whorls and sutures, not to mention palatal callosities 
(you’ll have to go and look that one up!).

What’s that snail? – the basics for identification
Here are some important, and relatively straightforward, 
characteristics which will help you to identify your snail.

 Is the shell wider than tall, or taller than wide?

 Does the shell have a lip (the thickened part at the edge of 
 the mouth or aperture)? The presence of a lip tells you that  
 your snail is an adult, but the absence of one does not  
 necessarily mean that your specimen is a juvenile as some species  
 lack a lip, even as adults. 

 You may also be asked to count the whorls on your snail 
 shell. The diagram illustrates how best to count the whorls –  
 ignore the first half whorl, draw an imaginary line across the  
 shell cutting off this half whorl, and then travel with your eye  
 out along and around the whorls, counting as you go how many  
 times you cross that imaginary line. Work from the centre  
 outwards, and count to the nearest half whorl.

You may find it strange that you may also be asked about your 
snail’s belly-button, or whether it is left- or right-handed! To clarify… 

 The ‘belly-button’ of a snail is its umbilicus, and this can be 
 described as wide, deep, shallow or closed. 

 And as for left- or right-handedness: most shells are ‘dextral’, 
 i.e. they have their opening on the right hand side when  
 viewed from the front. Only a few are ‘sinistral’, with the opening  
 on the left. 

And finally, where…?

Snails can be found in most habitats, but woodlands are probably 
the richest. Look on the bark of trees for some of our arboreal  
species, and root around under leaf-litter, debris and tufts of 
vegetation for the others. Bogs and other very acidic habitats are the  
poorest habitats for snails. 

All that said - your garden or local park will make quite acceptable 
starting points!

So get on out there, get your hands dirty and get snail-hunting! 
Oh, and next time you encounter some of those voracious giants  
in your garden, spare a thought for the countless other species 
which exist, which are both fascinating and indispensible facets  
of our environment.

Trochulus hispidus (Roy Anderson) Columella aspera  (Roy Anderson) Cochlicella acuta  (Roy Anderson)

Roy A
nderson

The author looking for snails (Eugenie Regan)



BI issue 9  |  18

Book
Reviews
Abigail Brewer and Oisín Meagher 
review two newly published books 
on Ireland’s Wildflowers & Lichens.

I have always been intrigued by lichens; look at a lichen 
covered rock or tree close up and you will see a fairyland 
of bizarre shapes and surprising colours. I was disappointed 
to discover, when I studied lichens in college, that lichen 
identification is hard! It involves chemical spot tests and 
dissecting tiny fruiting bodies under the microscope – too 
much work I thought. Paul Whelan’s new book, Lichens of 
Ireland, brings lichen identification into the realm of the 
beginner by focusing on 258 of the most distinctive of the 
1,156 species of lichen recorded in Ireland.

The first section of the book introduces lichens and 
describes their various growth forms, life cycle and 
reproduction in a clear style and with lovely illustrations. 
There are also useful notes on the equipment and 
methods necessary for budding lichenologists. The section 
on ecology of lichens is one of the most interesting parts 
of the book. It discusses how the geology and climate of 
Ireland influences the range of lichen flora. Various lichen 
habitats and communities are described, particularly some 
that are distinct to Ireland, such as the Burren limestone 
and Atlantic woodlands. 

The second section of the book consists of descriptions and 
photographs of lichens. Some of the pictures are beautiful 
and in general they are much clearer and more useful 
than those in other lichen handbooks I have used. The 
photographs often also include close-ups of particularly 
useful identification features. The relatively small number 
of species presented also means that it is possible to flick 
through the species descriptions until you see one which 
matches the specimen you are looking at, something 
which is not possible with more comprehensive volumes. 
Of course, the main problem with having a limited 
selection of species is that it is difficult to know whether 
your sample may actually be another species which is not 
included in the book. To compensate for this there are 
confusion species listed and distribution maps shown for 
each species. Spot tests, such as adding a drop of bleach 
or potassium hydroxide, which are essential in identifying 
some lichens are also included in the species descriptions.

One difficulty I found with the book is that the species 
accounts are arranged alphabetically.  Arrangement by 
form would have been far more useful for identification  

of specimens. The book has no key so anyone who wants 
to become serious about their lichens will need at least 
one other guide. Overall, however, the guide provides a 
wonderfully accessible gateway to the study of lichens, 
especially in an Irish context. On top of being a great 
introduction for the beginner, this book with its gorgeous 
photos is a lovely addition for anyone who is already a 
lichen enthusiast. The book is clearly born of a fascination 
with lichens, and Paul deserves great credit, not only for 
the obvious amount of work which has gone into creating 
the book, but for filling a niche which has been long 
awaiting an accessible introduction.

Abigail Brewer

Lichens of Ireland

By Paul Whelan

The Collins Press

€20 available from www.lichens.ie

Evernia prunastri (Paul Whelan)
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Wildflowers of Ireland is a personal account of Zoë 
Devlin’s encounters and observations of our wonderfully 
rich and sometimes overlooked wildflower heritage. 
This is an intriguing, and beautifully produced addition 
to the canon of books on Ireland’s flora, and is aimed at 
a general audience. A follow-on to her popular and very 
user-friendly website of the same name, this substantial 
book encapsulates a lifetime of knowledge, wonder and 
exploration of wildflowers, describing over 400 mostly 
common, but also some rare species from every corner of 
the country, including introduced and invasive species. 

The author, always fascinated by the natural world around 
her, can trace her burgeoning passion for wildflowers back 
to a childhood afternoon in the company of a fondly-
remembered relative on a hillside in Co. Wicklow. Now 
she is interested in sharing this knowledge and passion 
through educating and raising awareness of the beauty, 
diversity, and threats to our wildflowers. An aim aided 
greatly by this publication and it’s accessibility to readers 
with little or no botanical knowledge.

The first section of the book puts Ireland’s wildflowers in 
context, describing their history, importance, and various 
uses, followed by a summary of basic botanical terms used 
in the book, life cycle, and a guide to classification and 
nomenclature. The main classes of wildflower habitat are 
briefly described, followed by advice on how to identify 
wildflowers, and a run-down of the major threats to 
wildflowers in Ireland, from invasive species to climate 
change. There follows a very useful and comprehensive 
illustrated glossary of botanical terms used in the 
wildflower species descriptions.

The second section – the wildflowers – makes up the bulk 
of the book with descriptions of all wildflowers, varying 
from a half page to two full pages per species. Loosely 
grouped by families, this is not a key but there is no 
problem in finding any wildflower due to the provision 
of a comprehensive index of common and Latin names, 
and a separate index of Irish names. The first thing that 
strikes the reader is the wonderful photographs, bursting 
with vitality and colour, all taken by the author. Species 
descriptions include habitat, size, flowering months, main 
characteristics of flowers and leaves as well as any other 
defining features. The author’s first record and when and 
where the flower was photographed is stated, followed by 
information on the flower such as herbal and medicinal 
uses, literary references, and where it is mentioned in 
Irish folklore (the research for this was carried out in the  

archives of the National Folklore Collection (UCD)). A very 
useful feature are the small distribution maps for every 
species, based on BSBI data for ten kilometre squares, 
they are colour-coded to indicate if native, introduced, or 
invasive species. 
 
This delightful guide to Ireland’s wildflowers is a joy to 
read - several passages are evocative of a time and a 
place around the discovery of, or re-acquaintance with, 
a favourite wildflower. The strong sense of the author’s 
personality and humour ensure this is far from a dry 
botanical textbook and readers of every level will learn 
something from these pages. Most importantly, her passion 
for wildflowers is infectious, it leaps from the pages and 
demands that you get out and about with your notebook 
and camera and explore our wonderful wildflowers.

Oisín Meagher

Wildflowers of Ireland – A Personal Record

By Zoë Devlin

The Collins Press

€29.99 from all good bookshops

Wild Strawberry (Zoë Devlin) Meadow Saffron (Zoë Devlin) Common Poppy (Zoë Devlin)
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Irish Pollinator Initiative

2011 was a busy year for the Irish Pollinator Initiative.  We 
expanded the network of bee recorders across the country and this 
resulted in lots more records being generated, particularly of our 
rare species.   This year will see a total of 9 pollinator workshops 
to support the recording network.  To identify statistically valid 
trends the Bumblebee Monitoring Scheme needs to contain at 
least 80 transects.  Early signs are that we’ll achieve that target 
from 2012.  The Initiative is currently focused on bees but in 2012 
we plan to expand it to include hoverflies, in collaboration with  
Dr Martin Speight.

Irish Pests and Disease Vectors

A new website has been launched by the Data Centre giving access 
to datasets on Irish pests and disease vectors. Groups currently 
profiled include: mosquitoes, fleas, lice, the liver-fluke snail and 
leatherjackets. Easy access to information on these groups is 
important for forestry, agriculture, horticulture, and health, in 
particular in light of climate change, increased trade, and increased 
travel. This website provides this access and new groups will 
be added as information is made available. The website can be 
accessed at http://pestsanddiseases.biodiversity.ie.

April 2011 was one of the warmest on record and as a result 
spring butterflies such as the orange tip had a great year. 

However, the lovely April was followed by a cool and  
dull summer and butterfly numbers were down in  

comparison to 2010. 

A total of 51,789 butterflies were counted by Irish Butterfly 
Monitoring Scheme volunteers in 2011 which compares with over 

79,000 butterflies in 2010. Less transects were walked in 2011 
than 2010 (137 and 148, respectively) but numbers of butterflies 

were down even when taking the reduction in transects into 
account. It will be interesting to see what 2012 holds and how 

our butterflies fare this year.

Irish Butterfly Monitoring Scheme

Orange tip numbers were up in 2011 
(Edward Delaney)

Mosquitoes are one group of pests with information and distribution maps on the new 
Irish pests and disease vectors website (Photo: Shutterstock)

News from the Centre

 Photo: Shutterstock
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National Vegetation Database

Has the distribution of our habitats changed? How have our vegetation communities  
been impacted by changes to our landscape? With the support of the National 
Parks and Wildlife Service, the National Vegetation Database will help answer  
these questions.  The collation of accessible vegetation data is now complete, 
containing over 30,000 relevés from across the Republic of Ireland. It is already 
contributing to European initiatives and supporting the work of the research 
community in Ireland, including NPWS, EPA and Symbiosys.  The database will be 
used to develop a refined vegetation classification system for Ireland, allowing  
us to accurately describe our vegetation and provide sound scientific advice for 
nature conservation.

Butterfly Identification Swatch

A butterfly identification swatch is the latest in the series of swatches produced by the 
Data Centre. The butterfly swatch was put together by Liam Lysaght and Eugenie Regan 
with photographs from recorders and was produced as an aid for butterfly recording 
in Ireland. Further swatches that we plan to develop include shield bugs, ladybirds,  
and dragonflies.

Biodiversity Keys

Map of the distribution of vegetation relevés 
in the National Vegetation Database

The National Biodiversity Data Centre has developed specialised 
software, Biodiversity Keys, to create new user-friendly, online 
keys to Ireland’s biodiversity. This software allows scientific 
experts to develop online keys for aiding the identification of 
animals and plants, specifically tailored to Irish science. 

The first of these online keys is to Irish freshwater worms. 
Freshwater worms are an obscure group of animals that are 
sensitive to changes in water quality and are used in water 
quality assessments. The author of this identification key is Irish 
expert and environmental consultant, Pascal Sweeney. Further 
identification online keys we plan to develop include solitary bees 
and mayflies.

Pascal Sweeney, author of  the Biodiversity Keys software
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The National Biodiversity Data Centre is delighted to announce that Drs Tina Aughney 
and Roy Anderson are the recipients of the Centre’s 2011 Distinguished Recorder Award. 

Tina and Roy are continuing the legacy of famous Irish naturalists like Robert Lloyd Praeger in bettering our knowledge 
of our natural environment. This is the 3rd year of the award with previous awards going to Ken Bond in 2008 for his 
work recording Lepidoptera (butterflies and moths) and Paul Green in 2009 for his work in improving our knowledge of 
the Irish flora. “The Distinguished Recorder Award is conferred to Dr. Aughney and Dr. Anderson for their outstanding 
contributions to understanding Ireland’s biodiversity” states Dr. Mary Kelly-Quinn, Chair of the National Biodiversity 
Data Centre.

Distinguished
Recorder’s Award

Dr Tina Aughney is the monitoring co-ordinator at Bat 
Conservation Ireland. She has inspired and trained over 
1,000 people in bat surveying. As a direct result of Tina’s 
work, a significant and high quality dataset on Irish bats has 
been developed as well as an increase in the popularity and 
understanding of bats amongst the general public. The work 
of Tina and her colleagues at Bat Conservation Ireland is 
ground-breaking and innovative. Within a short time period, 
the knowledge-base for Irish bats has become one of the 
best in the world. This data is actively used and shared 
to better the conservation of bats. Tina’s interests extend 
beyond bats and, amongst other things, she spends her free 
time monitoring butterflies.

Dr Roy Anderson is a retired lecturer in chemistry whose 
life-long passion for invertebrates and fungi has dramatically 
changed our understanding of these groups in Ireland and 
abroad. Roy has documented over 320 new animal and 
plant species to Ireland and written numerous scientific 
papers and books on invertebrates and fungi. He has also 
amassed an immense number of distribution records. These 
have been freely shared and have contributed greatly to our 
understanding of the distribution and ecology of Ireland’s 
invertebrates and fungi. Perhaps more importantly, Roy 
actively shares his knowledge and continues to teach and 
give support to young biologists.
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Title Date Venue

Identifying Irish butterflies 14 April 2012 National Biodiversity Data Centre, Waterford

Introduction to lichen identification 28 April 2012 National Biodiversity Data Centre, Waterford

Introduction to bird song identification 05 May 2012 National Biodiversity Data Centre, Waterford

Introduction to wildlife photography 12 May 2012 National Biodiversity Data Centre, Waterford

Introduction to identifying vascular plants 01 June 2012 Lavistown House, Kilkenny

Identifying Irish dragonflies and damselflies 
(in conjunction with National Parks & Wildlife Service)

09 June 2012 Clara Bog Visitor Centre, Co. Offaly

Moth identification for beginners 16 June 2012 National Biodiversity Data Centre, Waterford

Identification of grasses  
(in conjunction with Wexford  Wildfowl Reserve)

30 June 2012 Wexford Wildfowl Reserve

Recording of priority invasive species  
(in conjunction with Tipperary County Council)

17 July 2012 The Museum, Clonmel, Co. Tipperary

Recording of priority invasive species  
(in conjunction with Meath County Council)

19 July 2012 Columbans Dalgan Park, Navan, Co. Meath

Recording of priority invasive species  
(in conjunction with Wicklow County Council)

21 July 2012 Bray Recycling Centre Offices, Bray, Co. Wicklow

Introduction to wildflower identification  
(in conjunction with Dublin City Council)

25 July 2012 North Bull Island, Dublin 3

Freshwater habitat assessment using waterbeetles 28 July 2012 National Biodiversity Data Centre, Waterford

Syrphids and biodiversity management, 
Workshop1: getting to know hoverflies

11 August 2012 National Biodiversity Data Centre, Waterford

Rockpool XPlorer - Animals of the shallows 18 August 2012 Derrynane National Historic Park, Kerry

Statistics behind recording schemes  
(in conjunction with Trinity College Dublin)

08 September 2012 Trinity College Dublin

Introduction to sphagnum identification  
(in conjunction with IPCC)

13 September 2012 Irish Peatland Conservation Council,  
Lullymore, Co. Kildare

Introduction to diatoms 22 September 2012 University College Dublin

Introduction to fungal identification 13 October 2012 National Biodiversity Data Centre, Waterford

Identifying & Recording
 Ireland’s Biodiversity 2012

18 & 19th May 2012: BioBlitz 2012 will see four new sites pitted 
against one another: Glengarriff Nature Reserve, Co Cork; Lough 
Boora Parkland, Co. Offaly; Phoenix Park, Co. Dublin and Crawfordsburn 
Country Park, Co Down. Visit the BioBlitz website at 
http://bioblitz.biodiversityireland.ie/ for more information.
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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 Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht.

Some current Irish recording projects
• Atlas of Mammals of Ireland mammals.biodiversityireland.ie

• National Invasive Species Database invasivespecies.biodiversityireland.ie

• Irish Butterfly Monitoring Scheme butterflies.biodiversityireland.ie

• 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

• Irish Whale and Dolphin Group Schemes www.iwdg.ie

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

• Bird Atlas 2007-2011 www.birdwatchireland.ie

• Batlas 2010 www.batconservationireland.org

• Butterfly Ireland www.butterflyireland.com

• Moths Ireland www.mothsireland.com

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

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

Upcoming National Events

26 – 29 March European Cetacean Society Conference  
Galway

3 May Invasive Species Ireland Forum

18 May Bird Habitats in Ireland  
RDS, Dublin

18 – 19 May Bio Blitz 2012 

19 August All Ireland Whale Watch Day

28 – 31 August Biodiversity in Forest Ecosystems and Landscapes  
University College Cork

21-23 September 7th Irish Bat Conference  
RDS, Dublin

 Ireland’s Wildlife

 MothsIreland

 Cork City Wildlife Blogs

 Biodiversity Ireland

 Dragonfly Ireland

 Irish Peatland 
 Conservation Council

 Irish Butterfly 
 Monitoring Scheme

 Irish Wildlife Trust

 Donegal Nature

 Wild Laois

 Wild Carlow

 BirdWatch Ireland

 Irish Whale and 
 Dolphin Group

Irish Wildlife on Facebook


