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7-SPOT LADYBIRD: The 7-spot Ladybird is our

largest and most common ladybird but surprisingly
we have another 19 representatives of the species
in Ireland. This list includes a 2-spot, 11-spot,
13-spot, and even a 22-spot ladybird, as well as
yellow, orange and black species! The red colour
gave it a signiﬁcant place in folklore – suggesting
the red cloak of the Virgin Mary, as depicted in
early paintings, and seven spots were said to
signify the seven joys or seven sorrows.
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T

he Irish landscape is a
farmed one. There are more
livestock in Ireland than
people, totalling just under six
million. As everyone knows,
agriculture is the backbone of a vibrant
rural economy and contributes hugely to
economic development. What is less well
known is that the future of much of our wildlife
is also intrinsically linked with agriculture and the
decisions on how land is managed.
Farmland is characterised by a rich network of hedgerows and
drystone walls enclosing relative intensively managed ﬁelds of grassland,
arable and other crops. All hedgerows are not the same, but show distinct
regional variation.
Tall vigorous hedgerows of hawthorn, ash and blackthorn of the fertile
central midlands, hedgerows with more gorse in less fertile land to the
north and east, and lower hedgerows of gorse and willow bushes and
wind-beaten alder and rowan trees in poorer, more exposed land. And
old townland boundaries, which have been a part of the landscape for
centuries, are the richest of all.
In the western half of the country and in higher ground, enclosed ﬁelds
are replaced by open land and bogland, grazed more extensively by sheep
and cattle.
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HAWTHORN SHIELDBUG: Shieldbugs are among our
most colourful insects in Ireland, with 16 different
species sporting greens, pinks, reds and blue.
These insects feed by sucking the ﬂuid from seeds,
cones, berries, and even the larvae and adults of
other insects. As the name suggests, the Hawthorn
Shieldbug is often found on Hawthorn, so an Irish
hedgerow is a good place to spot this species.
Picture: Brian Nelson

Some of our more special and iconic wildlife needs farming to maintain
their populations, but this must be a type of farming that makes space for
wildlife. The future of Ireland’s only legally protected insect, the Marsh
Fritillary, is entirely dependent on the continuation of seasonal grazing
by cattle to maintain the quality of semi-natural grasslands on which they
depend.

BUZZARD: The
Buzzard represents
a good news story for
biodiversity in Ireland. Since
the 1988-91 Breeding Atlas, we
have seen a staggering 458%
increase in range in Buzzard
across Ireland as this bird
of prey has returned to
many of its former haunts.
It is now a common sight
soaring over ﬁelds and
motorways in Ulster and
Leinster and is continuing
to spread further south
and west. A medium-sized
raptor, the Buzzard takes a
variety of prey, including mice,
rats, rabbits, birds, insects,
earthworms and amphibians.

YELLOWHAMMER: The
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The Smooth Newt
is one of only three
species of native Irish
amphibian, along with
the Common Frog,
and Natterjack Toad.
Farmland ponds,
wetlands, and ﬁeld
drains are all very
important habitats for
this native species, as
like all amphibians they
must return to water
to breed. Unlike the
Common Frog which
is frequently seen,
Smooth Newts are less
conspicuous and are
often overlooked even
though they occur
across the country.
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SMOOTH NEWT:

Yellowhammer was once
a widespread breeding
species in Ireland, but is
now largely conﬁned
to the east and south
of the country. A
beautiful bird, male
yellowhammers
sing from an
exposed perch
and they breed in
hedgerows until
late September.
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The link between Corncrake and agriculture is well known; a species that
was once common and widespread but whose populations now retain a
toehold only in small parts of Mayo and Donegal. The wholescale switch
from hay to silage, and the decline of species rich meadows sealed the fate
of this grassland bird.
Other birds too, are currently in crisis; the landuse change associated with
the expansion of afforestation is severely threatening the future survival of
the Hen Harrier and Curlew in Ireland.
Yet, against this background, there are more and more farmers who
are catering for the needs of wildlife within their commercial farming
operations, showing that wildlife and farming can coexist; farming can be
either a friend or a foe to wildlife.

SMALL
TORTOISESHELL
BUTTERFLY:

The Small
Tortoiseshell
is a beautiful
and common
species. We
have 34 other
butterﬂy species
regularly seen
in Ireland. The
female Small
Tortoiseshell lays
a cluster of about 80
eggs on the underside
of leaves of the common
stinging nettle. Nettles are
also the larval food plant for
the Red Admiral and Peacock
butterﬂies.
Picture: Liam Lysaght

Of much more direct relevance to agriculture is the plight of bees and
hoverﬂies in Ireland, for a decline in their populations is directly correlated
to the reduction in pollination services these creatures provide to farmers,
impacting both on the quality and quantity of produce grown.
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Farming operates in an ever-changing environment that
requires information and science to plan for the future. Not only
is farming changing, but biodiversity too is changing.

CURLEW: The call of the curlew is one of
the most evocative sounds of Irish wetlands
and uplands each summer, but the curlew,
our largest wading bird, is now at risk of
extinction as a breeding bird. Widespread
loss of suitable breeding habitat over the
past 50 years is the main driver
of this decline, through more
intensive grassland management,
land drainage, and the
destruction of peat bogs. A
recent survey by BirdWatch
Ireland found only about
150 pairs left in
the whole
country.
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Similarly, new and sometimes very unwelcomed species arrive to Ireland,
transported here by human activities. Japanese Knotweed, one of the more
unwelcomed invasive species, is now found in every county and poses a
threat to both biodiversity and property.
And it is only a matter of time before other equally harmful species arrive
on our shores.
Tracking these changes provides the information that helps everyone
make better decisions, including farming, and this is where the
work of the National Biodiversity Data Centre should be of
relevance to the agricultural sector.
Dr Liam Lysaght, Director of the
National Biodiversity Data Centre

IRISH HARE: The Irish Mountain Hare

is endemic to Ireland, an ancient
subspecies unique to this island. While
mountain hares in other parts of Europe
are restricted to upland habitats and turn
white in winter, our Irish mountain hare
has adapted to Irish landscapes and
does not generally undergo a change
to white fur in winter and is found in all
habitats.
Picture: Noel Marry
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GIVING BIODIVERSITY
A HELPING HAND:
WAYS YOU CAN HELP
Allow wildﬂowers to grow around the farm.
Retain any wet, waterlogged land.
Create a pond with shallow margins.
Reduce the use of pesticides.
Plant native trees and shrubs.
Plant pollinator friendly perennial plants.
Leave patches of nettles to grow.

www.biodiversityireland.ie
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We know that bumblebee populations are in steep decline. Butterﬂy
populations are showing a similar, but less dramatic decline. On the other
hand, species such as the Pine Marten and Red Squirrel are making a
strong comeback, recolonising parts of the country where they have not
been seen for years.
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Evidence has shown that of the 98 species of bee that occur in Ireland,
one third are threatened with extinction. And results of ongoing
monitoring of bumblebee populations undertaken by the National
Biodiversity Data Centre show that bumblebee populations in
Ireland have suffered a 14% decline in population over the
ﬁve years from 2012 to 2017. This identiﬁed decline is not
only a biodiversity issue, it is also a farming issue.

