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To approach and conserve biodiversity, you first
need to know what is found in your locality. At
first biodiversity can appear a difficult subject, but
with some guidance and training, observing, and
recording biodiversity is easy, and can grow into
an enjoyable and life-long interest. The National
Biodiversity Data Centre provides many ways for
people to get involved in biodiversity, depending on
people’s interests and knowledge.

What does the term ‘biodiversity’ mean?
Biodiversity is shorthand for ‘Biological diversity’
and is an all-encompassing term used to describe the
diversity of life on earth.

Status of biodiversity
In 2010, the National Biodiversity Data Centre
completed a review of the state of knowledge on
biodiversity in Ireland. It found that just over 31,500
species have so far been described for Ireland, but it is
estimated, at least another 10,000 species remain to be
found and described.

When we think of biodiversity, we often think of
birds and mammals, perhaps wildflowers and the more
conspicuous insect life. But what we notice is a small
proportion of Ireland’s biodiversity; majority of species
diversity occurs amongst invertebrate, fungi and algae
groups. For instance, more than one third of species
described for Ireland are insects.

Evidence tells us Ireland’s biodiversity is in crisis.
Our countryside becoming less varied, and we are

losing diversity and complexity of ecosystems. We
know depending on the group of organisms studied,
between one fifth and one-third of species are threat-
ened with extinction. This is a frightening trend and
should concern us all. In recognition of the serious
loss of biodiversity, Dáil Éireann declared a Climate
and Biodiversity Emergency in May 2019.

Naturally, much of conservation efforts are directed
at plants, animals and habitats that are noticeable.
These are like the tip of an iceberg floating in the sea;
they are just proxies for the larger more complex mass
of biodiversity that remain largely hidden.

Why is biodiversity important?
Simply put, biodiversity is earths life support system.
Although we don’t often realise it, we are depend-
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ent on biodiversity for a healthy
environment. These benefits
provided by biodiversity are
often referred to as ‘ecosys-
tem services’.

Approaches to
biodiversity conservation
Over the decades there
have been different ap-
proaches to conservation.
The initial focus of conser-
vation policy was around
protection of key species
and nature conservation sites
through legislation. The emphasis
of protecting species of conservation
concern from negative impact of hunting
was also a key component of the first Wildlife Act of
1976.

Since the thinking and approach to conservation has
evolved. In 1990, with the Rio Declaration establishing
the Convention on Biological Diversity, there was an
acceptance that conservation would not succeed if the
focus was only on protected species and designated
sites. Instead, it acknowledged for conservation to be

successful, measures would need to
be taken in the wider countryside

outside designated sites, and that
conservation should not just be

the sole concern of the con-
servation sector and needs
to be addressed by different
sectors of society.

In more recent years a new
emphasis was introduced to

conservation policy, intro-
ducing ecosystem services

to highlight the benefits that
humanity derives from biodiver-

sity. The rationale of this approach
is there would be more support for

the biodiversity conservation if the
benefits be quantified in some way. This

underpins the concept of Natural Capital Accounting
where values are placed on different services provided
by biodiversity.

Some conservationists don’t agree with the eco-
system services approach as it introduces commod-
ification. Others argue it is one of many approaches
needed to achieve the common objective ensuring
there is no further loss of biodiversity in Ireland.

Source: WWF, 2016 (adapted from Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005)



Gas Networks Ireland operates
Ireland’s €2.7bn, 14,617km
national gas network,

connecting over 710,000 homes
and businesses to a safe secure
supply of natural gas. By replacing
natural gas with renewable gases,
such as biomethane and hydrogen,
and complementing intermittent
renewable electricity, Gas Networks
Ireland is supporting Ireland’s
journey to a cleaner energy future.
Gas Networks Ireland is

committed to protecting biodiversity
across its business and in the
communities where it operates.
In April, Gas Networks Ireland

was named Green Public Sector Organisation of the
Year at the 2022 Green Awards. This was the third year
in a row the national utility has been recognised for
its commitment to sustainability and dedication in
maintaining the highest standard of excellence in their
operation of the gas network at the awards.
One of only 46 companies in Ireland to hold a

Business Working Responsibly Mark, Gas Networks

Ireland was also recognised for “taking
coordinated action on climate issues”
and achieved a ‘B‘ in the Carbon
Disclosure Platform (CDP) global
emissions ratings, exceeding the global,
European and sector averages to finish
in the top quartile of all businesses
assessed globally.
In 2021 Gas Networks Ireland

advanced its Sustainability Strategy
with a focused Biodiversity Action
Plan. The plan aims to change how
the business interacts with nature and
biodiversity through all its functions,
including how all new above-ground
installations are designed and built and
how its offices and sites are maintained.

The overall goal of the plan is to achieve best
practice in biodiversity across all of Gas Networks
Ireland’s operations by 2025 in line with the National
Biodiversity Action Plan.
To further safely support and enhance biodiversity,

Gas Networks Ireland has also developed new
landscaping guidelines specifically for its sites and
locations around the country. The guidelines explain

Sustainability in Action:
Gas Networks Ireland’s multi
award winning programme

In a European first, Gas Networks Ireland partnered with environmental group, Leave No Trace Ireland, Coillte and the Burncourt
Community Group to help restore GlengarraWood in Co. Tipperary as part of the international “Hot Spot”programme.
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how and where meadows can be grown, guidance on
planting native trees, how to maintain hedgerows, as
well as how Sustainable Urban Drainage Schemes
(SUDS) can enhance biodiversity. These ways of
working are being adopted by Gas Networks Ireland’s
Operations, Design and Planning teams whenever
opportunities arise.
To see what impact and improvements all this effort

is having Gas Networks Ireland commissioned the
development of a biodiversity measurement method,
which looks at habitats on Gas Networks Ireland sites
and scores them according to their condition and
biodiversity value.
Gas Networks Ireland is currently using this tool to

audit all of its sites to get a baseline starting point and
highlight their potential for increasing biodiversity
value. The sites
will be measured
again over time to
track biodiversity
improvements.
Gas Networks

Ireland is on
a continuous
journey to reduce
emissions as well
as to support and
promote biodiversity
within the
communities where
it operates. Gas
Networks Ireland’s
fourth annual
Sustainability
Report, which is
in line with the
Global Reporting Initiative standard and includes
more highlights from 2021, will be published later this
quarter.
www.gasnetworks.ie/sustainability

Gas Networks Ireland’s Sustainability Team.

A wild flowermeadow beginning to bloom at this gas installation

A short wildflowermeadow is being
developed at this Gas Networks Ireland
gas installation in the East of the
country.

A wild flowermeadow beginning to bloom at this gas installation
in Cork.
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In order to conserve Ireland’s biodiversity, we need
to document what biodiversity we have, understand
its distribution, track the change over time, and

communicate its importance. Addressing knowledge
gaps and building the scientific evidence to help
biodiversity conservation is central to the work of the
National Biodiversity Data Centre.
By recording and submitting records, you’re increas-

ing our knowledge on Ireland’s biodiversity and build-
ing scientific evidence. Local-level
information is important to docu-
ment so it can be used to influence
decisions made at the local level
that might impact on biodiver-
sity. Anyone who participates in
biological recording is referred to
as a ‘citizen scientist’.
The activities of the Nation-

al Biodiversity Data Centre
support both the Heritage Council and
NPWS who have the statutory responsibilities in rela-
tion to the natural heritage and nature conservation.

Benefits of becoming a citizen scientist
• Adding to the national dataset on biological data.
We also share our data with GBIF, a global biodiver-
sity database of more than 6 billion records.
• Increasing your scientific knowledge.

• Becoming a part of political decision making
through your scientific contribution.

Resources to become a citizen scientist

Identification guides
All items can be purchased online at
https://www.biodiversityireland.ie/shop/

Why record
biodiversity?

https://www.biodiversityireland.ie/shop/
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Habitats are the basic building blocks of the
environment where groups of plants and
animals live and function together. These

units are determined by background environmental
conditions e.g. geology, terrain, climate, nutrient-levels
and land management.
Nine broad groups of habitats are recognised for

Ireland and its coastline:

Freshwater is a variety of different habitats that are
dependent on regular inputs of freshwater. They vary
in type depending on whether they are seasonal or
permanent, and whether they are natural, modified, or
artificial. The pH of water is also an important factor in
their classification.
Freshwater habitats are of immense importance

to Ireland’s biodiversity as traditionally the moist
temperate climate create a multitude of water
dependent habitats. These habitats include lakes
ponds, rivers streams, springs and swamps. Long
running and widespread arterial and land drainage
activities, allied with water pollution has resulted in
the biodiversity value of Ireland’s freshwater habitats
declining in recent decades.

Grassland & Marsh habitats are those dominated
by grasses, sedges and/or rushes. Grassland habitats
that are of most value for biodiversity are those not
modified by drainage, reseeding or fertilisation.
Despite large swathes of the countryside being
grassland, Ireland’s natural or semi-natural grassland
habitat are some of the most threated. The once

common sight of species-rich grasslands being cut for
hay has all but disappeared, and with it an incalculable
loss in insect diversity. With it has been an incalculable
loss in insect diversity.

Heaths habitats are those with open vegetation
dominated by heathers and heaths, with other dwarf
shrubs like bilberry, crowberry, cowberry, willow, and
western gorse. Purple-moor grass and a diversity of
sedges are other species indicative of these habitats.
Heaths are often found on high, sloping ground where
there is a thin covering of well-drained soil. The dry
environment of heaths makes them important habitats
for many insect groups unfortunately many have been
damaged by afforestation.

Peatlands are some of Ireland’s most special habitats
that once covered large swathes of the uplands, western
coastal areas and midlands. There are two main types
of peatlands: bogs and fens. Bogs are largely rain-fed
where their moisture is derived from rainfall and where
peat deposits create an acidic environment. Fens on the
other hand will have additional inputs of groundwater
or streams and generally have higher nutrient status.
Bogs are further divided into blanket bog which
cover our uplands and most of the western coastal
areas and raised bog that once formed deep domes of
peatlands in the midlands of Ireland. Through drainage
and cutting of peat there are few examples of active
raised bogs remaining in Ireland. Recently, peatland
conservation has become an important priority of
Ireland’s nature conservation policy.

Lough Corrib - Sean Slattery.

Habitats in Ireland
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Woodland habitats where trees or shrubs provide
the main structural diversity, irrespective of whether
the trees and shrubs are natural, semi-natural or
planted. Ireland was once a well-wooded country with
large expanses of wonderfully diverse broadleaved
woodland.

Exposed and disturbed ground of all types can be
of surprisingly high biodiversity value. The exposed
limestone of the Burren and other parts of the west
are well known for their biodiversity value. There,
thin soils ensure no one species dominates providing
space for a wide variety of plants to flourish. The dry
environment and high plant diversity supports an
associated high insect diversity. Similar conditions are
created in disused quarries, scree and other steeply
sloping ground, natural cliffs, and areas of sand and
gravel. Even disturbed, brown-field sites can provide
valuable biodiversity habitats, particularly in urban or
sub-urban areas where areas of semi-natural habitat
are in short supply.

Cultivated and built land are not often considered
as habitats, but depending on their location, they
can support some specialised aspects of biodiversity.
Cultivated habitats refer to land strongly modified
by human activity, whether for housing, retail or crop
production. It includes farmland where the primary
purpose of land is for crop production, including
cereal, root, leaf or energy crops and all horticultural
land. If managed favourably for biodiversity, for
example retaining winter stubble on arable land, it can
be important for biodiversity. Built up areas will have
ornamental flower beds and borders, earthen banks,
stone walls, buildings and other artificial surfaces, all
of which if managed sensitively can support aspects
of biodiversity in what are usually biodiversity-poor
environments.

Coastland
The narrow strip of land that abuts onto the sea
supports a large number of different, specialised
habitats tha of huge importance for biodiversity.
Often because of the influence of the sea
environment can be harsh for species, therefore
only the most specialised will survive. Therefore
coastal habitats support many species not found
elsewhere in Ireland.

Themarine ecosystem is complex and of inordinate
importance for biodiversity. We often forget that land
occupies only one tenth of the Irish territorial area
and our legal jurisdiction for marine waters extends
to the 200 nautical mile limit in the Atlantic Ocean,
encompassing approximately 490,000 km2, a huge
expanse of marine waters. We have reasonably good
knowledge of biodiversity of inshore marine habitats
but there are still huge gaps in our knowledge and the
functioning of deep-sea environments.
For most people, their biodiversity engagement

is in areas close to where they live: gardens, public
parks or farmland. How important these areas are
for supporting biodiversity will vary according to
how much attention is given to management. Some
other habitats that support specialist or rare aspects
of biodiversity are small in scale or are often located
some distance from population centres, meaning
people generally need to travel to see them, but
always provide a rewarding visit.
The following sections provide some insights on

biodiversity to look for in different areas and getting
involved in biodiversity recording.

Castlemorris Wood, Co. Kilkenny. Liam Lysaght.

Habitats in Ireland
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Marine biodiversity

M
arine biodiversity is diversity of life found 

in our ocean, from our rocky shores to the 

deepest depths of the ocean. The diversity 

of marine life is mind blowing, with 230,000 species 

known to science. But the ocean is vast, covering 71% 

of the Earth’s surface and accounting for 99% of the 

area of Earth that can be inhabited by life. It is thought 

that anywhere from one million to ten million marine 

species exist in our ocean, but the truth is we just don’t 

know how many there are. 

Ireland’s Marine Habitats 
When we stand on the shore looking out to sea, we see 

a flat grey-blue sea that stretches to the horizon. It is 

tempting to imagine the ocean as a uniform habitat 

with water above a sandy seabed. However, nothing 

could be further from the truth. Hidden beneath sea 

surface is a rich network of habitats spread among 

mountain ranges, ocean canyons, rocky reefs and 

seafloor made up of muds, sands, shells, pebbles and 

boulders, and host to a vareity of life. 

Ireland’s marine area covers some 220 million acres 

and is ten times our land mass. While Ireland itself sits 

atop the Continental Shelf and is largely surrounded 

by waters shallower than 200m, to the west lies a 

vast slope plunging down from 200m to 3 kilometres 

deep on the floor of the Rockall Trough. The seafloor 

rises again to 200m on the Rockall Bank some 300km 

Colonial Sea Squirt. Dave Wall.

Beadlet anemone. Dave Wall.






















