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Season’s greetings for a Happy Christmas and a Merry New Year! 
 
 
THIS YEAR IN THE LIGHT-TRAP NETWORK 
Phil Gould, Light-trap Co-ordinator 

 
 The conditions at the beginning of the year were much more like a normal 
winter should be, being very cold and bringing us lots of snow, especially in early 
February. The lack of moths that this induced did at least mean that I was able to 
quickly make my way through the remaining backlog of catches from 2008. What 
wasn’t so normal was that, other than a brief respite in mid March that prompted a 
few more moths to start flying, some cold snaps continued well into April and these 
kept several traps empty for longer than normal. 
 In reply to an invitation from Ted Rolston I headed out to Belfast in March to 
give a talk to the local branch of Butterfly Conservation. After a delightful Ryanair 
landing that felt as though we’d simply fallen from the sky I was picked up by Maurice 
Hughes. Over the following couple of days he did a grand job showing me around 
and taking me both to a couple of prospective new sites and to our existing ones in 
Northern Ireland. It was great to finally see these sites for myself and I am hoping to 
visit those in the Republic as soon as I can. The talk was well attended and enjoyed 
by all. 
 A very warm spell at the end of May certainly got the moths moving and this 
only calmed a little during the cooler period at the start of June. The very warm and 
sultry remainder of the month, that spread throughout July and August as well, meant 
that I was kept very busy. And I don’t mind this at all as it meant that, despite 
numbers still being down on the long-term average, at least many of our moths were 
doing a little better this year!  
 The “Indian Summer” that lingered on until the end of September turned out 
to be very beneficial to the BBC’s Autumnwatch team, who requested my help with 
running a couple of light traps in an orchard in Herefordshire. The first episode of the 
new series highlighted the ecological importance of traditional cider orchards and the 
fine weather presented a good haul of moths. Flanked by Chris Packham and Kate 
Humble I was filmed emptying a trap, and discussing various mothy themes, and 
some nice close-up shots were taken of the species caught. Unfortunately though, 
and perhaps due to not catching any orchard specialists, they decided not to air the 
piece, favouring more of the presenters in the studio. I thought this was a great 
shame when they could, at the very least, have shown the footage of the beautiful 
moths … I can understand why they decided against my ugly mug! However, if any of 
you are interested in seeing the piece, it can be seen on the Autumnwatch website 
at: http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p004m6d1, or you can click on “Orchard Moth 
Trapping” at: http://www.bbc.co.uk/autumnwatch. Even more unfortunately, they also 
chose not to use the interview with Rebecca Nesbit that was filmed on the same day, 
but for the second episode that centered upon migration. Rebecca has just 
completed a four year PhD on the subject of butterfly migration and could hardly be 
in a more expert position to have made an important contribution to the programme, 
but then I am biased … she did become my fiancée at the end of July! 

Thanks to the milder than usual (if wetter than usual too!) conditions 
throughout the autumn, catches remained large and the high numbers of Epirrita 
(November, Pale November and Autumnal Moth) specimens, all of which need their 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p004m6d1
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genitalia checked under the microscope, certainly slowed down the processing of 
catches. I am now hoping for a proper cold winter again as, thanks to the busy 
summer and the increased number of traps (detailed later) I have had to store 
catches from more sites than usual. Other than Yarner Wood which I usually have to 
deal with during quieter spells, Trebullett (Cornwall), Corfe Castle (Dorset) and St. 
Clears (Carmarthenshire) were all so prolific that their catches had to be stockpiled. I 
managed to keep on top of the usual large and diverse catches from Preston 
Montford (Shropshire) and Rhandirmwyn (Carmarthenshire); and I know that 
Rowardennan has been keeping John Knowler busy too and I am very grateful to him 
for volunteering to take on the identification of catches from this very productive site. 
 
Research news 
 For the first time the continuous operation of insect-monitoring radars has 
been used, in conjunction with data from our light and suction traps, to determine the 
moth species most likely to constitute high-altitude layers of migratory moths (Wood, 
et al – see publications list). Four years’ of radar data from the summer months was 
used to study flight periodicity and vertical distribution of macro-insects in the 
atmosphere. The data showed mass emigrations at dusk (and smaller numbers at 
dawn) and daytime concentrations linked to thermal convection. The study then 
concentrated upon well-defined layers of large migrants that can be detected in the 
evening, normally at heights of 200m to 500m. The radar and light-trap data have 
shown that these consist primarily of noctuid moths, with most of these being Noctua 
pronuba (Large Yellow Underwing), Autographa gamma (Silver Y), Agrotis 
exclamationis (Heart and Dart), Agrotis segetum (Turnip), Phlogophora meticulosa 
(Angle Shades) and Xestia c-nigrum (Setaceous Hebrew Character). 
 In 2006 Butterfly Conservation, utilising an extensive set of our light-trap data, 
produced The State of Britain’s Larger Moths. They used Kelvin Conrad’s study of 
data from the 35-year period 1968-2002 which detailed the dreadful declines in many 
of our once common species. In relation to this Dave Brooks is now analysing data 
from 2003-2007 to see if trends have continued in the same vein, or whether there 
has been any speeding up, or slowing down, in the patterns previously found. These 
40-year trends will then be used in conjunction with Butterfly Conservation’s 
distributional data (obtained through the Moths Count project) to produce a revised 
report for publication in 2011. 
 Finally, James Bell has been delving into the database to study the changes 
in flight periods – the phenology – of 33 of our commoner moth species. He has been 
looking at the median catch date (i.e. the middle date upon which a species was 
caught during its flight period) over a 30 year period and has found that there has 
been a moderate change to the phenology of most of the species, with many 
advancing their flight period at a rate of up to half a day per year. The flight period of 
Orthosia gothica (Hebrew Character), however, has advanced by almost 1½ days 
per year. Thirty years ago the prime flight season for O. gothica was towards the end 
of April but since then the flight period has been advancing steadily so that most are 
now on the wing in early March. It is very likely that climate change is having a 
marked impression upon O. gothica, with milder winters and earlier, warmer springs 
encouraging earlier emergence. This work will be published in early 2010. 
 
Barcoding the British Lepidoptera 

A collaboration between Oxford University and Guelph University (Canada), 
the project started in 2007 and aims to collect the genetic barcode of all of the British 
Lepidoptera. The information could assist with various taxonomic issues but it is 
hoped that it will primarily allow people to perform fascinating new science. For 
example, food web structure could be determined by sequencing Lepidoptera scales 
from around a bat’s mouth, or parasitoid host range established by swabbing a 
wasp’s ovipositor for DNA.  



Trap operators may be pleased to hear that this year I have been kept very 
busy selecting specimens to be sent to this scheme and most of our sites will have 
provided at least one to the project. Including those from Rothamsted traps, well over 
3,000 specimens have been collected so far and the Guelph laboratory has extracted 
DNA sequence data from over 950 species. Thus meaning that sequences from 
about 40% of UK Lepidoptera have been gathered. In time it is hoped that this project 
will provide the first comprehensive barcode database of a major group of insects 
anywhere in the World. 
 
Honour for Insect Survey member 
 In November 2008 Syd Wright was away working with Mike Hall, replacing a 
suction trap motor at Writtle College in Essex. Whilst busy with the equipment, he 
was surprised to receive a phone call from his wife. She had called with the exciting 
news that he had been nominated for an MBE! Initially he was so stunned that he 
could not believe her and still didn’t fully accept the news until he reached home and 
read the letter for himself. But it was true and, rightfully, he had been nominated for 
the award for his Services to Science – due recognition for his 32 years of hard work 
and dedication to the Rothamsted Insect Survey. 
 Syd and his family were invited to Buckingham Palace for him to receive his 
award on the 27th February. The day dawned bright and sunny and the car that was 
kindly provided by Rothamsted drove them to the gates of the Palace. Here they 
were ushered into a courtyard and thence into the Palace itself. Once inside, his 
family was escorted to their seats in the ballroom while Syd waited nervously with 
100 other recipients in another room. The group was told that The Queen herself was 
unable to lead the ceremony as she was occupied at another engagement, so Prince 
Charles would be presenting the honours. As the group were presented to the Prince 
alphabetically Syd had a long wait, but when the time came to receive his medal, and 
despite his nerves, it was a very special moment. Syd would like to extend his thanks 
to everyone for their kind wishes, it was a very memorable day for him and his family. 
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Joan Nicklen 
by Ian Woiwod 

It was with deep sadness that we heard of the death of Joan Nicklen in early 
October this year. Many of you with a long involvement in the Insect Survey will 
remember her personally but her pivotal role in the early development of the light-trap 
network means that we are all indebted to her in many ways. 

Joan joined the Entomology Department at Rothamsted in 1962 as a 
Scientific Assistant working for Roy Taylor (the Insect Survey’s founder and guiding 
light). Although she had previous laboratory experience, she knew nothing about 
entomology or moths when she started in the Department. That was soon to change. 
At the time, Roy was developing his ideas on insect dynamics and desperately 
needed suitable spatial population data for his studies. Using interested volunteers to 
run standard moth traps was seen as the best way to get such data and Joan was 
tasked with investigating just how to do this. She set about this with enthusiasm, 
quickly becoming an expert moth identifier and then handling all the practical 
problems associated with establishing and maintaining a national moth sampling 
network. Indeed nearly all the procedures we use today are based on those originally 
developed by her as the network became established in the mid 1960s.  

She was particularly good at developing a personal rapport with the trap 
operators as well as introducing many of them and Survey staff (including myself) to 
the delights of moth identification. It should be remembered that we did not have the 
splendid moth identification guides that we have today, relying mainly on the far from 
adequate illustrations in South, and even that was usually out of print. Joan’s training 
was therefore vital and as a result many operators and identifiers became personal 
friends. 

As well as her work in setting up the light-trap network, Joan became, in 
effect, Roy Taylor’s personal assistant, helping him in many aspects of his research 
including preparation of his manuscripts and talks. Roy retired in 1984 and Joan left 
soon afterwards in 1985. By then she had a well-trained successor in Adrian Riley 
who handed his expertise onto Phil. So there is no doubt that Joan’s influence still 
runs strongly through the Insect Survey and will do so for many years to come. We 
will always be grateful for her legacy and I personally owe her a great debt as friend, 
mentor and close colleague. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Joan & friends at Ian’s retirement party, October 2008. 
Phil Gould, Rita Chambers, Joan, Sue Parker & Maureen Dupuch 



Migrants 
 Despite the massive Vanessa cardui (Painted Lady) influx that was widely 
reported in late May, migrant moths didn’t appear to match this abundance at all. 
Autographa gamma (Silver Y) numbers were better than for the last couple of years 
(not that this would have been difficult) and although no unusual counts were 
experienced from light traps, I certainly saw plenty of them hovering around my 
Buddleia bushes on warm summer evenings. Away from Jersey, Mythimna 
albipuncta (White-point) was only recorded at three other sites (although, as with 
some other species, processing the stored backlogs of catches may mean a few 
more turn up). All of these were probably migrants, with seven turning up in just a few 
days in mid August at our new site at Langmere in Norfolk and another recorded at 
Wells (also Norfolk) at about the same time. The 10th for the year was also trapped in 
mid August, at London Zoo. The only other macro to have turned up more than once 
was Agrotis ipsilon (Dark Sword-grass), with two recorded at Fota (Ireland) and one 
each from St. Clears and Belfast Zoo. Singletons of Rhodometra sacraria (Vestal), 
Orthonama obstipata (Gem), Peridroma saucia (Pearly Underwing) and Spodoptera 
exigua (Small Mottled Willow) were recorded from Llanarth (Ceredigion), Fota, 
Llysdinam (Powys) and Jersey, respectively. 
 Numbers of Nomophila noctuella (Rush Veneer) improved this year, being 
recorded in good numbers from at least 16 of our sites across the country. As usual 
the best site for Udea ferrugalis (Rusty Dot Pearl) was Jersey, where it doesn’t really 
count as a migrant, and very few have appeared elsewhere. As with last year, the 
only sites to record Phlyctaenia perlucidalis were Rutland Water and Writtle; and 
Plutella xylostella (Diamondback Moth) only occurred in any noticeable numbers at 
Hereford. 
 
Unseasonal records 
Meganola albula (Kent Back Arches). Beale Park, 22nd September. Normally present 

from June to early August, this individual was flying almost two months late. 
Euthrix potatoria (The Drinker). Rhandirmwyn, 19th October. This species, that seems 

to have done well in south Wales this year, usually stops flying in August. 
 
Other 2009 specimens of note 
Clostera curtula (Chocolate-tip). Trebullett, 12th-13th May. A good record, as this 

species is rather uncommon in the south-west. Perhaps not that surprising 
though, as 2009 appears to have been a particularly good year for the species.  

Lygephila pastinum (Blackneck). Barnfield, 30th June-1st July. The first record for the 
10km square for 15 years and the first on the Rothamsted estate since 1976. 

Trisateles emortualis (Olive Crescent). Jersey, 2nd-3rd July. Roger Long tells me that 
this is only the second record for the island, after the first that he found in 2007. 
It is also only the third for the Channel Islands, with the only other record being 
from Guernsey in 1984. 

Hecatera dysodea (Small Ranunculus). Eaton Bray, 3rd-4th July. The first record for 
Bedfordshire (VC30) since 2006. 

Cepphis advenaria (Little Thorn). Starcross, 6th-9th July. Identified by Tony Dobson, 
this is only the third record of this Nationally Scarce B species for Devon. 

Chortodes fluxa (Mere Wainscot). Allotments, 9th-10th July & Park Grass, 14th-15th 
July. This Nationally Scarce B species has not been recorded at Rothamsted 
before. 

Meganola albula (Kent Black Arches). Allotments, 13th-14th July. Another Nationally 
Scarce B species, this record was only the second for Hertfordshire and was 
probably an immigrant. 

Celaena haworthii (Haworth’s Minor). Starcross, 3rd-6th August. Only two records in 
Devon prior to this year; so, along with one other found in 2009, this is only the 
fourth for the county. 



Dendrolimus pini (Pine-tree Lappet). Jersey, 12th-13th August. First recorded on the 
island in 2005, its numbers are now increasing annually. This individual is 
mentioned here because it’s a species I have not encountered before. 

Pechipogo plumigeralis (Plumed Fan-foot). London Zoo, 16th-17th August. First 
recorded in the UK in 1995 in Kent, this species’ “rare immigrant” status has 
been added to by a small population becoming established in Sussex. This 
individual was most likely to be an immigrant, as it arrived during a period of 
migrant activity. 

Costaconvexa polygrammata (Many-lined). Jersey, 21st-22nd September. An extinct 
former resident in mainland Britain, it is now a rare immigrant. It only occurs 
rarely on Jersey too, with very few records in recent years. 

Leucochlaena oditis (Beautiful Gothic). Jersey, 23rd-24th September & 2nd-5th October. 
This very aptly-named species may be regarded as common on the Channel 
Islands but these were the first specimens that I have seen from our trap at 
Trinity. 

 
Belated 2008 specimens of note 
Cochylidia implicitana (Tortricidae). Writtle, 17th July. Identified by Brian Goodey, this 

was only the third record of this rather modest little moth for VC19 (North Essex).  
Euleioptilus carphodactyla (Pterophoridae). Writtle, 26th August. Normally confined to 

chalky habitats on the south coast, this was the fourth record for Essex as a 
whole, but the first for VC19. Also identified by Brian Goodey. 

Caloptilia azaleella (Gracillariidae). Writtle, 9th September. This little brown and 
yellow moth is an adventive and was probably introduced with azalea and 
rhododendron plants. It is now spreading through southern Britain and this was 
the third Essex record. Again, identified by Brian Goodey. 

Chloroclysta siterata (Red-green Carpet). Tavistock, 24th-25th November. An unusual 
form, where much of the green was suffused with an attractive bluish shade. 

 
Belated 2007 specimens of note 
Miltochrista miniata (Rosy Footman). Yarner Wood, 17th-18th July. Rather than the 

usual colour suggested by its name, this individual was a smart shade of orange. 
 
Traps lost and gained in 2009 
 I am delighted to be able to say that during the year we have gained far more 
traps than we have lost, bringing our total number of sites up to 98. This is the 
greatest number of traps that we have had for many years and certainly the most that 
I have had to deal with since starting at Rothamsted. There are even a few more 
sites in the pipeline so, despite the possibility that we may lose one or two next year, 
we should still be hovering around the 100-mark for some time to come. If any of our 
identifiers would like to offer to take on another site, I would be very willing to present 
them a choice, as I was becoming rather inundated during the busier times of the 
year – I am now identifying 50 sites and am nearing full capacity! 

Several of these new sites are in existence thanks to Mark Parsons from 
Butterfly Conservation. He suggested that I should contact Ian Hughes of the British 
and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums (BIAZA), in the hope that he could 
spread the word about the light-trap network to zoos within the association. Through 
word-of-mouth and a piece in the BIAZA newsletter (see publications list) this idea 
has certainly paid off, so many thanks to Mark and Ian! 

We have 74 full sets of data for 2008; and several more sites, despite a few 
problems during the year, produced near-complete sets that will also be extremely 
valuable when analysed. None of this would be possible without the hard work and 
dedication employed by our operators and identifiers – so thank you very much to 
you all!  



 The first new trap of the year was one inspired by Mark’s idea. Ben Potterton 
at Twycross Zoo (Warwickshire) got in touch and at the end of January Rebecca and 
I installed the trap near to a large aviary full of exotic birds. We will have to return to 
the site one day to see it in slightly less bleak conditions, and to experience the vast 
array of apes playing in their large outdoor enclosures rather than keeping warm 
indoors. 
 The next site was offered by Marc Botham at the Centre for Ecology and 
Hydrology (CEH) at Wallingford in Oxfordshire. As will be detailed later, we lost our 
Ewingswood site in January and this site came as a replacement for that one. There 
is no way that it will ever be as prolific or diverse as its rather unique predecessor but 
nonetheless it is valuable. And no doubt Marc wouldn’t have offered to identify the 
catches if the site was as productive! 
 Another BIAZA member, Bristol Zoo is also now the proud owner of a smart 
new Rothamsted trap. Warren Spencer contacted me with the offer of the site and 
the trap was delivered in early April. Positioned next to the Okapi enclosure, this trap 
possibly has the most bizarre neighbours that any of our traps has ever had, and it is 
also in view of Gorillas and Gibbons. Needless to say, an enjoyable time was had 
looking around the zoo after the installation … and I may need to return regularly to 
check that all is well! 
 Our fourth new site of the year was again offered by Ben Potterton but this 
time at his home near Langmere in south Norfolk (that’s a long commute to work!). 
Located in the grounds of Blacksmith’s Cottage Nursery, the family’s small and 
specialist nursery, garden and conservation centre, the trap is surrounded by 
beautiful gardens and dozens of unusual chickens, waterfowl and other creatures. A 
return visit will have to be made at some point, in order to see the gardens in full 
bloom, partake in more of the delicious homemade cakes in the café and load the car 
with native plants from the nursery. 
 The next site to emerge from the BIAZA fold was offered to us by Suzanne 
Coleman at the Welsh Mountain Zoo at Colwyn Bay in Conwy, north Wales. This was 
a great offer to receive as it has been some time since we have had this part of 
Wales covered by the network. So far I have been identifying the catches and some 
of them have been keeping me quite busy. As of next year, Bob Palmer has kindly 
offered to take over the identification of these catches and I am hopeful that the site 
will keep him very interested. 
 Not only did Ian Hughes help in spreading the word about the network but he 
also offered us a new site himself. A trap was installed in his garden in Llanarth, 
Ceredigion, in mid-July and, despite it being quite enclosed, the small wilderness that 
Ian has created has produced some good numbers of moths so far. 
 Thanks to Maurice Hughes of Butterfly Conservation Northern Ireland another 
site has come on-line at Peatlands Park near Dungannon in County Armagh. Maurice 
has been instrumental in finding us other sites over there and we are very grateful to 
him for his hard work. Ciaran McLarnon of the Northern Ireland Environment Agency 
will be running the trap and Ian Tillotson has offered to identify the catches – I hope 
that the site will produce some interesting results. 
 Eugenie Regan of Ireland’s National Biodiversity Data Centre has also 
continued to work hard to find us new sites in Ireland, with a new one starting at 
Connemara National Park in Galway. Ger O’Donnell will be operating the trap and I 
am looking forward to seeing what this potentially bountiful site will produce. 
 Next came two more sites encouraged through the BIAZA Lifelines article. 
The first was at Williamson Park Zoo in Lancaster, where Katy Bateson has offered 
to run a trap. At the time of writing the trap has been installed but is yet to get up-
and-running but I am confident that this will have been sorted out in readiness for a 
full year’s trapping in 2010. Secondly, Chrissie Jackson from the Tropical Butterfly 
House, Wildlife and Falconry Centre at North Anston near Sheffield contacted me to 



say that they would like to have a trap too. This one is operating but we’ll have to wait 
until the season gets underway next year to really see what the site has to offer. 
 The last new site of the year was another new one for Norfolk, but right at the 
other end of the county to the last. Peter Mortin from Norfolk Lavender near 
Heacham on the north coast heard about the network from Ben Potterton and was 
quick to offer his services. The trap was installed in late November and the catches 
will be identified by our very own Adrian Riley. This is another site worth visiting 
again and again, as there is a lot more there than just lavender. Not only has an 
enormous amount of work been done to improve the biodiversity of the site (which 
the trap will help to monitor) but there are loads of interesting ducks and chickens to 
see and several rare breeds of animals on show. 
 One trap has had a change of location in 2009, that being at Dublin Zoo. The 
old site had not been positioned terribly well and thus was not doing the best job in 
sampling the moth species present at the zoo. The new site will hopefully provide 
better data for monitoring moth populations. It has been imaginatively entitled Dublin 
Zoo II, and I thank Sandra Devaney for arranging the move. 
 
 The first of three traps lost from the network this year was that run at 
Monymusk in Aberdeenshire by Jon and Marion Bailey. Unfortunately Jon has been 
suffering with very poor health for a while now and decided that it was time to stop 
trapping. Having previously operated a trap at Port Elphinstone for just over a year, 
Jon and Marion then went on to operate the Monymusk trap from 13th November 
1993 until trapping ceased at the end of last year. Ancient woodland is a very scarce 
commodity in this part of the U.K. Therefore the Monymusk trap, being sited within 
such a habitat, known locally as the Oak Brae, frequently recorded Oak-feeding 
species seen at very few localities in the area (as published in the Entomologist’s 
Record – see publications list). Bob Palmer identified the catches from the site from 
the beginning and has done a fantastic and thorough job. Through his constant 
contact with Jon and Marion, he became not just someone they posted boxes to, but 
a friend. Their hard work over the last 15 years has not only contributed greatly to 
local knowledge but, as part of the network, has also provided significant input to our 
knowledge of moth populations across the UK. All of us here in the Insect Survey 
thank Jon and Marion for the loyal commitment and wish them the very best for the 
future. 
 Unfortunately, at the end of January the last catches arrived from one of our 
longest-running sites. A trap had been operating at Monks Wood for well over 30 
years, providing a very large and invaluable long-term data set. The trap was known 
as Ewingswode (to distinguish it from a trap previously run in the area round the 
laboratory buildings at the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology) and had been in 
operation since 20th February 1974. Annually it was one of our most productive sites, 
with a very high diversity of species and was one of those that I used to keep for 
wading through during the quieter winter months. Due to the insidious need for 
reducing costs by paring down the numbers of sites that need to be maintained, CEH 
decided to close their historic facilities at Monks Wood, with the loss of many jobs. 
We thank Nick Greatorex-Davies for his many years of devotion to running the trap 
beautifully. 
 Three years ago a scheme known as the Upper Thames Project - Farming for 
Biodiversity was instigated by Butterfly Conservation and Oxford University’s Wildlife 
Conservation Research Unit, and four Rothamsted traps were installed to assist with 
the monitoring of farmland. The project has now drawn to a close and Juliet 
Hopwood at Witney has decided not to continue with the light-trap. Thankfully 
though, the other three traps will remain in operation for the foreseeable future. Many 
thanks are due to Thomas Merckx and Martin Townsend for getting these sites up 
and running; and again to the latter for identifying the catches from all four. 
 



Trap visits 
 As ever, Syd has been extremely busy with site visits to both our light and 
suction traps. In all he has dealt with 42 light traps this year, be they those new ones 
that he has installed, old ones that have been removed, or the far easier jobs of 
servicing those on-site at Rothamsted. The arduous task of travelling the country to 
upgrade older traps continues, with several more re-fitted this year; and don’t worry, 
if you have yet to be visited, your trap will not be forgotten. As always, Syd is very 
grateful for the hospitality extended to him at many of the sites he visits. 
 
 

------------ # ------------ 
 
 

I must now again apologise for how long some of you have had to wait for last 
year’s data. The reduction of staff in our data entry department, means that there is 
now only one poor soul left to deal with the enormous amount of data we send her 
way (as well as that from other departments!). This has caused our data to get 
clogged up in a permanent back-log. Unfortunately, all I can do is apologise, and 
assure you that you will not be forgotten - you will receive your annual summaries but 
they may arrive somewhat later than is ideal. 
 
 Finally, many of you will have received this newsletter by email for the first 
time. I decided that it was about time I broke with tradition, and saved some paper 
and postage! If anyone would still prefer to receive their newsletter by snail mail, or 
can provide an email address so that more paper can be saved in the future, then 
please get in touch. 

 
 

------------ # ------------ 
 
 
THE ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE NETWORK (ECN) AT ROTHAMSTED 
John Bater, ECN Rothamsted Site Manager 

 
The 2009 season marked the seventeenth anniversary of ECN data collection 

for most sites. All protocols have been completed apart from moth trapping which 
continues all year round. A reasonable spring was followed by a rather soggy 
summer, and an extremely wet autumn left the ground extremely waterlogged and 
with a lot of standing water. Who knows what the winter has in store?! 

Once again the year has seen good numbers of Starlings and House 
Sparrows on the estate, with the Starlings again producing two or possibly three lots 
of fledglings. Red Kite, Common Buzzard, Kestrel and Sparrowhawk made good 
appearances. Rabbit populations remain high despite some culling and have been 
causing some crop damage. There has been a noticeable increase in Fox sightings 
so let’s hope they also do their bit to reduce Rabbit numbers. The new pond chosen 
for spawn monitoring provided five clumps this season and with very little in the way 
of damaged or diseased eggs a good hatch was recorded, unfortunately no young 
froglets were observed.  

On the insect front, good numbers of Spittle Bug spittles and nymphs were 
counted in the spring. However, numbers of adults caught in the summer were very 
low due to the very wet weather and some heavy downpours that probably knocked 
the adults from the plants, meaning detection was avoided. The ECN designated 
moth trap on Park Grass continues to monitor moths daily and numbers were very 
high this year, especially during July, August, September and early October. The 
common butterfly census recorded low numbers of Small Tortoiseshell, Peacock and 



Marbled White, although there was a small improvement on last year’s counts. Red 
Admiral appeared in good numbers as did Large and Small White. The highlight of 
the season had to be the extremely large numbers of Painted Lady recorded as they 
continued their migration north, quite a sight to see. 

Pitfall trapping for predatory ground beetles yielded good numbers for most 
species and two specimens of the Bombardier Beetle (Brachinus crepitans) were 
recorded early in the year. The vegetation survey was completed in some very wet 
weather. Most woodland plots are now primarily Bluebell and very little else but at 
least the spectacular spring emergence will be guaranteed again next year. 

This year’s site managers’ meeting was held at North Wyke research station 
in Devon and accommodation was provided in the very pretty town of North Wyke 
itself. More new faces have joined the ECN and it was good to get to know them and 
join the regular faces in the usual discussions and social events. 

 
 

MOTH DIVERSITY 
 
The table below shows the top 20 most moth-diverse sites for 2007, along with those 

for 2006, for comparison. As usual we are using log-series , as it has been shown 
to be by far the best diversity measure for our type of data. It measures the rate at 

which the number of species rises as more individuals are sampled. A high -index 
indicates that many species are added as sample size increases. 
 

2006 2007 

Site  
number 

Site name -index: 
diversity 

Site  
number 

Site name -index: 
diversity 

583 Galié (France) 60.54 46 Alice Holt 63.65 

46 Alice Holt 57.57 553 Pennerley 52.50 

368 Denny Lodge 54.69 368 Denny Lodge 51.95 

289 Wisley 52.93 595 Corfe Castle 49.58 

598 Pirbright III 50.48 331 Tregaron 48.18 

487 Bentley Wood 47.76 547 Jersey II 46.80 

589 Yarner Wood III 47.61 487 Bentley Wood 45.33 

599 Tavistock 47.58 292 Westonbirt 45.01 

553 Pennerley 45.73 187 Wykeham 44.78 

331 Tregaron 45.57 289 Wisley 44.63 

595 Corfe Castle 45.52 599 Tavistock 44.21 

584 Cotehele 45.47 589 Yarner Wood III 43.81 

588 Burnham Beeches 45.40 149 Starcross 42.21 

111 Llysdinam 45.02 111 Llysdinam 42.09 

451 Perry Wood 43.84 346 Rhandirmwyn 41.31 

547 Jersey II 43.53 451 Perry Wood 41.23 

592 St. Clears 43.27 578 Farmoor 40.91 

336 Cockayne Hatley 42.58 592 St. Clears 40.81 

578 Farmoor 42.53 336 Cockayne Hatley 40.15 

292 Westonbirt 42.40 588 Burnham Beeches 39.97 

 
 
OPERATING NOTES   
 

Light bulbs: Please take great care when fitting replacements.  Bear in mind that 
they are more likely to break when held by the “neck”.  Wear gloves if at all unsure. 
We have been having great problems with some bulbs this year, with many blowing 



almost as soon as they have been replaced. We hope this problem will be solved 
now that we’ve started on a new batch, despite them being the same make.  
As the Tungsten filament bulbs are becoming harder to find (they are still used to 
ensure continuity with the historical data) we are looking into alternatives. But this will 
not be a quick process, as equally bright energy saving bulbs do not yet exist. On top 
of this, a series of experiments to find the new bulb most similar to the current type 
will have to be performed before any new type can be used throughout the network. 
 
Killing fluids: Of course, we take all questions of health and safety very seriously.  
All sites are provided with Nitrile gloves, pipettes and safety glasses, all of which 
should be used in the handling of killing fluids.  
We now only provide 500ml bottles (so no more decanting) of Ethyl Acetate or 
Tetrachloroethylene (Perchlor) – both of these are more volatile than the old 
chemical, Tetrachloroethane, particularly in warmer weather. So, much as we provide 
guidelines on how much to use, sometimes dosage will need to be determined by the 
operator, depending on local weather conditions. Please remember to top up the jars 
every day and be sure to keep an eye on the state of the catches – if they are very 
dusty or tatty, or there are still live insects, then please add some extra each night, 
and then remember to reduce the quantity when the weather cools again. 
 

For further information on exposure tests, or COSHH regulations, please contact our 
safety officer by email: cliff.brookes@bbsrc.ac.uk or call: 01582 763133 x 2666. 
 
 
CONTACTING US 
 

All correspondence should be made to Phil Gould or Sue Parker, at:   
 
Plant & Invertebrate Ecology Department 
Rothamsted Research  
Harpenden  
HERTS.   
AL5 2JQ.   
 
E-mail: phil.gould@bbsrc.ac.uk / sue.parker@bbsrc.ac.uk 
Phone: 01582 763133 x 2453  
 
 

Please remember to contact Phil for new safety equipment, replacement bulbs, or 
fresh supplies of killing fluid well before your stocks run too low. 
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If our data is used in publications by any of our operators or identifiers, please 
acknowledge Rothamsted Research and remember to send us a copy so that       

we can keep our records up-to-date. 
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