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Odonata news and events from across the vice counties of 

Anglesey, Merionethshire, Caernarvonshire, Denbighshire and Flintshire
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Well, it’s been a dreadful cold and wet start to the flight season and so far only a few sightings of Pyrrhosoma nymphula (Large Red Damsel) were reported until a sunny and dry 16th May. Then Dick Eastwood had a successful visit to Llyn Tecwyn Isaf (see below). 
Unusually early Large Red Damsel emergence continued
After the exceptionally early emergence of Large Red at my garden pond on the 6the April the weather returned to the usual wet and cold and as a result there was no activity until the 24th April. To show how unusual this event was, the Recorder 6 generated phenology chart shows the weekly cumulative timing of all recorded adult occurrences to the end of the last flight season in available datasets for North Wales. The warm and sunny morning of the 24th April was a one off amid a run of windy, rainy days and at least 20 adults simultaneously emerged from my garden pond. 
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Adult occurences of Pyrrhosoma nymphula in North Wales to the end of 2011.
Despite the wet weather on the following day, Sue Loose managed to find a mature Large Red Damsel along with two exuviae at the top pond on the recording day at Gwaith Powdwr Nature Reserve. Alun Williams photographed a male of the species at Pensychnant on the 5th May.
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Emergent Pyrrhosoma nymphula, 6th May 2012, Radnorshire. Dick Eastwood

On the 16th May I visited field ponds of the Rhyl lowlands in search of missing damsel species. The ponds were, sadly, mostly polluted and I only saw one I. elegans (Blue-tailed Damsel) all day. When I got back home I observed the first emergent C. puella (Azure Bluet) from my garden pond.

Llyn Tecwyn Isaf
On the unsually dry early morning of the 16th May Dick Eastwoods triumphed at Llyn Tecwyn Isaf. In his own enthusiastic words: ‘Could not resist a visit to Llyn Tecwyn despite it being cool and overcast. Made it around the lake without seeing anything and that was disappointing. Then, as I walked back towards my car, I had a last look along the shore. Bingo! About 6” above the water on a tree growing in the water I spotted an exuvia, then another, so collected both. My enthusiasm renewed, I retraced my earlier footsteps and in another tree found a Downy Emerald just climbing away from its larval case.’ Two of the exuvia he collected were Cordulia aenea (Downy Emerald). The other was Brachytron pratense (Hairy Hawker). These exuviae are the first recorded from the lake. He also saw 5 Large Red Damsels and 11 Blue-tailed Damsels as the sun emerged and just before he drove home to Radnorshire. 
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Immature male Cordulia aenea, Llyn Tecwyn Isaf. 16 May 2012. Photo Dick Eastwood
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Exuviae site for C. aenea and B. pratense, Llyn Tecwyn Isaf. Photo Dick Eastwood
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Cordulia aenea exuvia, Llyn Tecwyn Isaf. 16 May 2012. Photo Dick Eastwood.
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Brachytron pratense exuvia, Llyn Tecwyn Isaf. 16 May 2012. Photo Dick Eastwood.

BTO Garden Bird Watch

During the last year’s BTO garden bird watch observers were encouraged to record their garden dragonflies and damselflies amongst some other taxa. In North Wales the response was good and three of the records were even new to 10 km squares. D. Greasley recorded Anax imperator (Blue Emperor) and Ischnura elegans (Common Bluetail) for SH55 at Waunfawr and B Dimbleby saw Aeshna juncea (Common or Moorland Hawker) in SH49, north Anglesey.

Phenology of common pond damsels (or Much Ado About Nothing?)
To investigate if there has been a forward shift in flight periods for the four common damselflies in recent years that might give a hint of the effects of Climate Change I have plotted histograms for adults of each species using data from all datasets available for North Wales. In the charts shown below the blue dots and lines represent the cumulative frequency of weekly adult occurrences for years before 2000 and red those frequencies for 2000 onwards. Year 2000 is a very 'human' centric date change but I had to choose a cut off year and I have picked on 2000 as this was about the time when several species of Odonata extended there ranges and entered North Wales for the first time in supposed response to climate change. Black-tailed Skimmer (Orthetrum cancellatum), Migrant Hawker (Aeshna mixta) and Blue Emperor (Anax imperator) are good examples. Though the pre-2000 records cover a far greater time span than later records there were generally relatively few yearly observations compared with the 2000-onwards period and there are very few records before about 1970. For the 2000-onwards period numbers of observations picked up markedly after 2002. This trend is illustrated for Pyrrhosoma nymphula in the following chart.
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This first plot for Pyrrhosoma nymphula below shows that since the turn of the millennium the first adults are being recorded emerging about one week earlier than the cumulative plot for the years before 2000. It is possible that the peak flight period has also been brought forward but the end of the flight season appears to have remained unchanged. Comparisons with the charts below for adults of the other three species show similarly earlier emerging trends. In each case these species also seem to have extended the end of their flight periods slightly unlike P. nymphula. 
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One has to be very careful in interpreting these results of course since several factors might be at play that could contribute to a skewing of the results in addition to the possible effects of Climate Change. For instance, patterns of recorder activity would be difficult to interpret. There may have been more diligent recording, especially early in the flight season, since 2000 that might account for the differences rather climate change. Tenerals are more difficult to identify than mature adults and some inexperienced recorders might not have recorded them as they were uncertain about a species identity. In addition, there might have been better recording by more people in the later records. Another factor, not investigated, is the variability of yearly flight patterns due to the vagaries of our weather. As Climate Change is an important topic and under huge scrutiny I would hesitate to conclude that the trend shown by these charts offer any more than a hint that a warming climate is having an effect on damselfly flight periods. 
The following chart compares the flight season of the four common pond damsel species for North Wales using data on the frequency of adult weekly occurrences only for the years 2000 to 2011. Pyrrhosoma nymphula clearly emerged earlier than the other species at around mid-April but peaks and finishes at the same time as Coenagrion puella in late June and late September respectively. The C. puella flight season begins in early May together with Ischnura elegans and Enallagma cyathigerum but the latter two species tail off later in early October. They also appear to have distinct double peak periods, one in mid-June, as P. nymphula and C. puella, and an extra one in late July. I don’t know what to make of this but this double feature might be discernable, albeit more weekly, in the histograms of P. nymphula and I. elegans compiled for the last British atlas (Merritt et al., 1996, figs 8-11). The peaks don’t appear to correlate with altitude distribution (i.e. one peak for the lowlands and one peak for the uplands) as C. puella and I. elegans are confined to the lowlands whereas P. nymphula and E. cyathigerum occur equally in the uplands and lowlands. Steve Cham (personal communication) has suggested that the double peaks reflect the emergence of different cohorts of larvae and that this feature typically applies to summer emerging species. ‘The cohorts both derive from previous years eggs. The eggs that are laid early hatch and develop during the summer. They go into a non-growth phase as winter sets in. This cohort is then ready to emerge early the following year. The second peak results from eggs that are laid and hatch late in the year. This cohort then enters the winter in a less advanced stage. They can only develop fully the following year and hence emerge as a second peak.’ Those that overwinter in an advance state would form the first batch to emerge whereas others have to catch up in the Spring and emerge later in the Summer.
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Dragonfly song

I’d like to thank Hal White for this link to Fernando Ortega’s song ‘Dragonfly’: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=llIfb9rYS2g
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You’ve got to start them young. My grandson’s nursery class in Cardiff.

Allan
Dr Allan Brandon
North Wales Dragonfly Recorder

Bryn Heilyn, Rowen, Conwy LL32 8YT.

allanrowenconwy@sky.com
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