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INTRODUCTION

The Dragonfly Fauna of Lancashire & North Merseyside
Twenty-four species have been recorded in the wild in Lancashire & North Merseyside (Table 1): eight 
damselflies (Zygoptera) and 16 dragonflies (Anisoptera). 
 Nineteen species currently breed annually in the county, while one, Red-veined Darter, became 
established as a breeding species for several years early in the 21st century but now appears to have 
reverted to its previous vagrant status. Yellow-winged Darter has been recorded ovipositing on several 
occasions during its occasional influxes but none emerged in subsequent years, while Lesser Emperor 
has been suspected of breeding at Brockholes Wetland on the basis of a series of annual occurrences. 
However, only males have ever been seen there or elsewhere in the county, so the jury is out on this 
– although colonisation in the near future seems highly likely.
 The remaining two species, Beautiful Demoiselle and Keeled Skimmer have only been recorded on 
rare occasions as vagrants, although both are possible future colonists.
 Two additional species, Variable Damselfly Coenagrion pulchellum and Hairy Dragonfly Brachytron 
pratense, have been claimed in recent years but neither has yet been confirmed. Both species are long-
established in Cheshire, the former also breeding at a single site in Cumbria. There is a single record of a 
vagrant Hairy Dragonfly in Cumbria. 
 One other species has been recorded, a single Oriental Scarlet Crocothemis servilia which emerged 
in an aquarium.

Table 1. Species recorded in Lancashire & North Merseyside up to 2013.

Species Status

Emerald Damselfly Lestes sponsa Breeding

Banded Demoiselle Calopteryx splendens Breeding

Beautiful Demoiselle Calopteryx virgo Vagrant

Azure Damselfly Coenagrion puella Breeding

Common Blue Damselfly Enallagma cyathigerum Breeding

Red-eyed Damselfly Erythromma najas Breeding

Blue-Tailed Damselfly Ischnura elegans Breeding

Large Red Damselfly Pyrrhosoma nymphula Breeding

Southern Hawker Aeshna cyanea Breeding

Brown Hawker Aeshna grandis Breeding

Common Hawker Aeshna juncea Breeding

Migrant Hawker Aeshna mixta Breeding

Emperor Dragonfly Anax imperator Breeding

Lesser Emperor Anax parthenope Possibly bred

Golden-ringed Dragonfly Cordulegaster boltonii Breeding

Broad-Bodied Chaser Libellula depressa Breeding

Four-spotted Chaser Libellula quadrimaculata Breeding

Black-Tailed Skimmer Orthetrum cancellatum Breeding

Keeled Skimmer Orthetrum coerulescens Vagrant

Black Darter Sympetrum danae Breeding

Yellow-winged Darter Sympetrum flaveolum Attempted breeding

Red-Veined Darter Sympetrum fonscolombii Has bred

Ruddy Darter Sympetrum sanguineum Breeding

Common Darter Sympetrum striolatum Breeding
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The county’s 24 species represent only 43% of the total recorded in Britain. Many of the ‘missing’ species 
are scarce-habitat specialists that seem unlikely to reach Lancashire, at least for some considerable time. 
Some, however, may arrive within a shorter time frame. Climate change has led to the colonisation of 
southern England by two continental damselflies, Willow Emerald Damselfly Chalcolestes viridis and Small 
Red-eyed Damselfly Erythromma viridulum, both of which have been spreading to the north and west.
 The counties to the south and north of us have recorded more species, �0 in Cheshire (http://www.
brocross.com/dfly/dfly.htm) and 29 in Cumbria (D. Clarke pers. comm.). Both counties support scarce 
breeding species that have never been recorded in Lancashire. Common to both Cheshire and Cumbria 
are Downy Emerald Cordulia aenea and White-faced Darter Leucorrhinia dubia, the latter currently the 
subject of reintroduction measures in both counties. Neither seems a likely candidate to cross our bound-
aries as both are rather sedentary and habitat-restricted.
 The status of all of Lancashire’s breeding species seems secure with the exception of the Ruddy 
Darter which, worryingly, seems to have disappeared from a number of sites in recent years and may 
before long be confined to the Sefton Coast. Table 2 compares the assessment of trends in the distribution 
of Lancashire’s breeding species with those of Great Britain and Ireland. These comparisons need to be 
viewed with caution as the Lancashire trends have mostly been assessed subjectively, while the national 
ones come from a more robust statistical analysis. In most cases Lancashire matches the national picture 
but in several instances the trends here appear to be more positive.

Table 2. Changes in distribution of breeding species in Great Britain & Ireland  
(from Cham et al 2014), and in Lancashire & North Merseyside.

Species GB & I distribution 
trend

Lancashire 
distribution trend

Emerald Damselfly Lestes sponsa Decrease Stable

Banded Demoiselle Calopteryx splendens Increase Increase

Azure Damselfly Coenagrion puella Slight increase Stable

Common Blue Damselfly Enallagma cyathigerum Slight increase Stable

Red-eyed Damselfly Erythromma najas Increase Stable

Blue-Tailed Damselfly Ischnura elegans Decrease Stable

Large Red Damselfly Pyrrhosoma nymphula Slight decrease Stable

Southern Hawker Aeshna cyanea Stable Increase

Brown Hawker Aeshna grandis Decrease Stable

Common Hawker Aeshna juncea Decrease Uncertain

Migrant Hawker Aeshna mixta Increase Increase

Emperor Dragonfly Anax imperator Increase Increase

Golden-ringed Dragonfly Cordulegaster boltonii Decrease Uncertain

Broad-Bodied Chaser Libellula depressa Slight increase Increase

Four-spotted Chaser Libellula quadrimaculata Increase Stable

Black-Tailed Skimmer Orthetrum cancellatum Increase Increase

Black Darter Sympetrum danae Decrease Uncertain

Ruddy Darter Sympetrum sanguineum Slight increase Decrease

Common Darter Sympetrum striolatum Slight decrease Stable
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History of dragonfly recording

National
Perhaps because their colours fade after death, historically Odonata were never as popular with 
collectors as butterflies, moths and beetles. Consequently, recording during the early 19th century was 
described as “uneven”. The many natural history societies established during the Victorian era initially 
concentrated on areas close to home but access to remoter parts of the countryside greatly improved 
as the railway network expanded from the 1840s onwards. By 18�5-�7, J.F. Stephens already had enough 
information to list 48 species for Britain, while E. de Sélys-Longchamps (1846) added three more, though 
both lists included several vagrants not now considered part of the British fauna. 
 At the start of the 20th century W.J. Lucas’s (1900) monograph on adults and (19�0) on larvae attracted 
a few enthusiasts but these books were soon out of print. A volume in the Wayside & Woodland series 
by C. Longfield (1937; 1949) revived interest, the second edition coinciding with a Royal Entomological 
Society Handbook by F.C. Fraser (1949). Another breakthrough came in 1945 when the Ordnance Survey 
began publishing its “One inch” maps showing the national grid, enabling accurate grid references to 
be used for recording purposes. Before this, localities could only be described in the vaguest of terms. 
 A major boost to recording effort came in 1964 when the Biological Records Centre was established 
at Monks Wood, Huntingdon, John Heath being appointed as its invertebrate specialist in 1967. The first 
hectad (10km square) distribution maps for Odonata were produced in 1974, soon followed in 1977 by 
C.O. Hammond’s ground-breaking identification guide, including keys to larvae and described in the 
foreword as “the dragonfly book of the century”. 
 During the 1980s the pace of recording rapidly increased, assisted by the publication of several 
outstanding field guides and by the founding of the British Dragonfly Society in 1983, membership 
currently being over 1600. The availability of inexpensive close-focusing binoculars may also have played 
an indirect role, as did the increasing popularity of wildlife photography, dragonflies being spectacular 
and challenging subjects. A first national Dragonfly Atlas compiled by R. Merritt et al. appeared in 1996, 
being updated in even greater detail by S. Cham and his co-workers in 2014.

Regional
The earliest list of 13 dragonflies for Lancashire and Cheshire was produced by B. Cook (1882), four being 
found only in Cheshire. Interestingly, he mentions an undated specimen of Yellow-winged Darter claimed 
from Chat Moss in Salford by John Ray Hardy. The few recorders of that period submitted their observations 
to W.J. Lucas who published annual summaries in the Proceedings of the Lancashire & Cheshire Fauna 
Committee. Lucas regarded this region as being on the boundary between northern and southern fauna 
and speculated on the possible future discovery of the Brilliant Emerald Somatochlora metallica and 
even the Northern Damselfly Coenagrion hastulatum, neither of which materialised. Around 26 recorders 
were acknowledged as forwarding specimens or notes for his 1919 account, in which he gave accounts 
of 21 species. Seven of these were known only from Cheshire or the south Lake District, the latter then 
being part of Lancashire. A surprising item refers to a flight of Broad-bodied Chasers along the Lancashire 
Coast on 3 June 1911, more details being given by Ford (1953). Dragonflies passed north at St. Anne’s-
on-Sea from 9.15am to at least 2.30pm, one captured being identified as L. depressa. However, this kind 
of mass migration is more normally associated with the closely related Four-spotted Chaser (Cham et al. 
2014). There may, therefore, be some doubt about the identification. By 1930, Lucas could list 23 species 
for Lancashire and Cheshire. Seventeen of these were said to occur in Lancashire but they included 
Downy Emerald and Beautiful Demoiselle which were recorded only in the south Lakes.
 W.K. Ford and H. Britten, assisted by H. Burrows, carried on the mantle of Lucas, detailing records for 
the Lancashire and Cheshire Fauna Committee during the 1940s and 1950s. Ford summarised known 
occurrences in 1953, suggesting prophetically that the Emperor Dragonfly and Migrant Hawker might 
soon appear in the region. He also refers to an old specimen of Variable Damselfly from Rainhill in Liverpool 
Museum, lacking a date and collector’s name. This species has still not been confirmed in Lancashire or 
North Merseyside. Ford also drew attention to the value of recording exuviae and oviposition so that 
resident species could be distinguished from casual visitors. 
 From the late 1970s, D.P. Sumner took on this role, producing the first hectad distribution maps for 
Lancashire, Merseyside, Greater Manchester and Cheshire in 1985, the size of dots indicating sightings, 
possible and probable breeding. His maps showed the presence of 15 species in North Merseyside, 
Lancashire and Greater Manchester, a number that was destined to increase considerably over the 
next three decades as recording accelerated in line with national trends and species with southern and 
eastern distributions moved north and west. 
 Another major regional achievement was the publication in 1992 of The Dragonflies & Damselflies 
of Cheshire by Richard Gabb and David Kitching. Based on over 5800 records, most of them collected 
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between 1985 and 1991, this attractively designed and illustrated book provides a model for the present 
work. 
 From the 1990s, dragonfly recording in the region increased by leaps and bounds, summary reports 
being published, for example, in the Journal of the Lancashire & Cheshire Entomological Society 
(White 2006; 2008; 2010), Proceedings of the Lancashire & Cheshire Fauna Society (Walsh, 2004) and 
the Lancashire Bird Report (Smith 1998a). A useful general account appeared in Wildlife of Lancashire 
(Edmunds et al. 2004). Meanwhile regional hot-spots, such as the Sefton Coast, merited more detailed 
site-specific articles (Hall 1993; Smith 2008). In addition, a range of published papers on individual species 
(Smith 1997; 1998b) and their habitats (Smith 2001) reflected the surge of interest in these insects which 
continues unabated.

The current atlas survey
Until very recently there was no active branch of the British Dragonfly Society in Lancashire and North 
Merseyside and recording was coordinated for the BDS by David Clarke, based in Carlisle. By a process 
of osmosis, responsibility for collating records gradually passed (back) to the Lancashire and Cheshire 
Fauna Society (previously known as the Lancashire & Cheshire Fauna Committee) with the county bird 
recorder, Steve White, taking on the role of recorder for the society and eventually for Vice Counties 
59 and 60 on behalf of the BDS. At its AGM in 2006 LCFS, buoyed by its recent publication of a county 
breeding bird atlas, voted to repeat this for dragonflies in coordination with the Greater Manchester 
Ecology Unit.
 In January 2007 some 30 dragonfly recorders met to discuss organisation of the survey which was 
launched that year. It had been hoped initially to carry out systematic surveys of every county tetrad but 
this proved impossible to implement fully. However, over the next six years the number and geographical 
spread of records generated within Lancashire and North Merseyside, but unfortunately not in Greater 
Manchester, proved sufficient to produce the current publication. 
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FACTORS AFFECTING DRAGONFLY DISTRIBUTION

Geology
The occurrence and distribution of dragonflies depends on many interacting factors, in particular, 
geology, topography, climate and human influences. In Lancashire, the underlying geology is relatively 
simple, being made up largely of four main rock types from three geological periods. To the north, Lower 
Carboniferous limestone outcrops around Silverdale and as knolls in the Ribble Valley near Clitheroe, while 
Upper Carboniferous Millstone Grit forms the core of uplands in Bowland and the West Pennine Moors. 
Shales and mudstones of the Coal Measures are dominant around Blackburn and south towards Greater 
Manchester. Lowlands in the south and west are generally formed of Permian and Triassic sandstones. 
These rock types influence the topography, with the high gritstone plateaux being dissected by steep-
sided cloughs, while limestone country is characterised by craggy scars and screes separated by broad 
valleys. The Coal Measures produce a varied landscape of low hills and river valleys, the sandstone 
terrain consisting of a low-lying, broad coastal plain traversed by slow-flowing rivers. 
 However, all of Lancashire was heavily glaciated during the last Ice Age, so that much of the solid 
geology, especially on the lower-lying land, is deeply overlain by post-glacial deposits of surprisingly varied 
character. Most abundant is boulder-clay or glacial till, deposited as the glaciers retreated from about 
14,500 years ago. In the north, the till was shaped into small rounded hills or drumlins by the retreating 
ice. Later deposits include Shirdley Hill Sand, wind-blown during tundra conditions. Occurring extensively 
between Southport and St. Helens, it forms the basis of the glass industry. Freshwater and marine alluvia 
are associated with the many river flood-plains and their estuaries, including the Lune, Wyre, Ribble, Alt 
and Mersey. Most recent is the blown-sand that has produced duneland along the more exposed coasts 
between Liverpool and Southport and on the Fylde. 
 Surface geology greatly influences water chemistry, the hard acidic gritstones producing run-off 
with a low pH and lacking soluble minerals, while water draining through limestones will have a relatively 
high calcium level, tending towards alkalinity. Similarly, depending on their mineral content, the various 
superficial deposits can give rise to water bodies that are acidic, neutral or alkaline. These characteristics 
influence the associated flora and fauna, including dragonflies.

Lunt Meadows under construction on the flood plain of the River Alt, showing the underlying layers of 
peat and clay that are typical of the south-west mosslands. (Steve White)
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 As the ice melted at the end of the Ice Age, sea-levels rose, giving rise to a series of marine transgres-
sions and recessions which deposited Downholland Silt along the low-lying and poorly drained coastal 
plain. Depressions in the various deposits were flooded, eventually becoming extensive raised-bogs, their 
development speeding up when the climate became cooler and wetter about 2,500 years ago. 
 Apart from the naturally treeless bogs, dunes and estuarine saltmarshes, much of Lancashire was 
probably covered in broad-leaved woodland by the start of the Bronze Age (2000 BC), this “wild-wood” 
extending up the Pennines to a height of about 2000 feet (600m). However, tree felling, climatic deterio-
ration and the introduction of large-scale sheep grazing led to soil impoverishment and the formation of 
upland blanket peat, producing a landscape later described by W.H. Pearsall as “wet desert”.
 There could have been no dragonflies in Lancashire during the Ice Age. They returned from conti-
nental Europe as the climate warmed. In prehistoric times, freshwater wetlands that could have been 
used by early colonists included the river systems, ox-bow lakes (as for example on the Lune), pools in 
peat bogs, sand-dune slacks and other natural water bodies, such as Hawes Water in Silverdale, the 
Marton Mere kettle hole in the Fylde and the 1700ha shallow glacial lake between Southport and Rufford 
known as Martin Mere. 

Marton Mere, Blackpool. One of two natural lakes in Lancashire (Paul Ellis)
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The Impact of Industrialisation and Agricultural ‘Improvement’
The landscape of Lancashire began to change irrevocably from the 18th century as the dual processes of 
industrialisation and agricultural ‘improvement’ took hold. Little if any ‘natural’ habitat remains anywhere 
in Lancashire, the least changed being coastal sand-dunes and saltmarshes, and the ancient lakes of 
Hawes Water and Marton Mere, although the latter has been heavily modified.
 The main impact of the rise of industrial production, for which the old Lancashire was the national 
hub, was probably pollution rather than direct habitat loss or deterioration. The Industrial Revolution led 
to widespread and chronic water and air pollution, so that most Lancashire waterways, especially south 
of the Ribble, became hostile to aquatic flora and fauna in the 19th and early 20th centuries. With the 
virtual disappearance of traditional industries and more effective controls on industrial pollution, it might 
be argued that industry’s legacy to dragonflies may on balance have been positive – in the shape of 
abandoned mill lodges and other industrial ponds, and the canals that were largely abandoned in the 
20th century but which have mostly been restored for recreational use.
 Agricultural changes, however, were devastating for wetlands. The extensive mosslands (raised bogs) 
of what are now West Lancashire, the Fylde and parts of Merseyside – including what was our largest lake 
at Martin Mere – were drained, mainly for arable production. In the 20th century the remaining lowland 
raised bogs were destroyed for peat production to satisfy an expanding horticultural market, although 
remnants remain in north Lancashire, the south-west and particularly in Greater Manchester in Bolton, 
Wigan and Salford. In the uplands, blanket bogs were drained for sheep pasture, resulting in direct loss of 
wetland features as well as nutrient enrichment and siltation in downstream watercourses. 
 Habitat losses in the lowlands were offset, to a degree, by the excavation of countless marl-pits in 
agricultural fields, especially during the 18th and 19th centuries up to about 1850, though some may 
be much older. Marling involved digging out calcium-rich boulder-clay, up to 100 tons per acre being 
spread on farm-land to correct soil acidity and add other nutrients. 
 The advent of intensive agriculture, especially since 1945, was accompanied by increased drainage 
and pollution from nutrients and pesticides. Enrichment (eutrophication) from agricultural run-off and 
sewage treatment has a serious and insidious impact on aquatic diversity. The increase in arable farming 
and availability of piped water reduced the need for farm ponds for livestock. This led to substantial losses 
of marl-pits and other ponds, from pollution, neglect and infilling.

The Rise of ‘Environmentalism’ and the Nature Conservation Movement
Towards the end of the 20th century a growing awareness of the damage that had been wreaked upon 
our wetlands, and a determination to counter it, developed. Organisations like Friends of the Earth and 
Greenpeace sprang up to campaign on wider environmental issues, while nature conservation bodies 
such as the Wildlife Trusts, RSPB and the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust experienced an exponential increase 
in membership and support, enabling them to redouble efforts to preserve, improve and expand wildlife 
habitats. Government bodies, such as the Environment Agency and its predecessors were also able to 
promote effective policies to clean up watercourses and other wetlands.
 Although rarely the main target of these efforts, dragonflies have undoubtedly benefitted hugely, in 
part because wetlands are amongst the easiest of habitats to recreate and because these insects can 
thrive in even tiny habitat patches. 
 Elsewhere, mining, especially for coal, produced subsidence wetlands, such as the extensive Wigan 
and Leigh Flashes. Farm irrigation reservoirs have become a recent feature of the arable landscape, 
though the value of these for dragonflies is often reduced by their being stocked with fish for angling.
 The national campaign against the use of peat in horticultural composts has begun to turn the tide 
against extraction of lowland raised bogs. Although sites have been damaged, as long as some peat 
remains they are capable of restoration in the long term. This work has mainly been undertaken by the 
Lancashire Wildlife Trust, particularly in Bolton, Wigan and Salford but also at Heysham, Winmarleigh and 
Cockerham in Lancashire.
 Progress in the uplands has been slower but in some areas considerable work has been under-
taken, especially by United Utilities, to restore wet conditions to blanket bog. Driven by a combination 
of concerns to prevent erosion and reduce flood-risk and sediment run-off, the restoration of wet flushes 
and blocking of drainage ditches will ultimately reap rewards for upland dragonfly species.
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The Impact of Climate Change
Another feature that is relevant to dragonflies is climate. Lancashire experiences relatively mild winters 
and cool summers typical of western Britain, annual rainfall varying widely from as little as 760mm on the 
south-west coast, in the rain-shadow of the Welsh mountains, to over 2000mm on the highest summits. 
Generally, March and April are the driest months, spring droughts becoming increasingly prevalent, while 
the wettest months are October and January. The coastline is generally windier than inland localities, the 
strongest winds invariably having a westerly component.
 Although climate change is thought of as a recent phenomenon, marked increases in mean 
temperature since 1750 were being reported in Lancashire 70 years ago. This rise has accelerated in 
recent decades, the mean temperature of the British Isles having increased by about 1oC during the 
20th century. Being warmth-loving insects, dragonflies are renowned for their ability to respond rapidly to 
spring and summer temperature shifts, changing their distribution provided that suitable aquatic habitats 
for their immature stages are available. 
 Maps reproduced in the national dragonfly atlas show that mean July temperature in Lancashire and 
most of North Merseyside rose by 1oC between 1969-1990 and 1991-2012 (Cham et al 2014). The Liverpool 
and Greater Manchester conurbations showed less change but areas further south also warmed, linking 
our region to the Midlands where slightly higher temperatures normally prevail. 

Distributional changes
The most obvious likely effect of climate change in Lancashire has been the recent colonisation and 
spread of four species whose previous range was to our south. Also significant is the increasing frequency 
of continental vagrants, at least one of which bred for several years. 
 The Emperor became established at the end of the 1980s, Broad-bodied Chaser during the early 
1990s, and Black-tailed Skimmer and Migrant Hawker at the end of the decade. All these are now firmly 
part of lowland Lancashire’s breeding dragonfly fauna. We are less certain about when Red-eyed 
Damselflies arrived at what is still their only site. Our earliest records are from 1998 but it seems likely that 
colonisation had occurred before then. 
 Previously classed as vagrants, Red-veined Darters established a breeding population at Heysham 
and Middleton at the beginning of the 20th century but their status there is now far from certain. More 
problematic is whether the Lesser Emperor ever bred successfully at Brockholes Wetland, where males 
were seen in all but one year between 2006 and 2010.
 The number of dragonfly records and, perhaps more importantly, the increased geographical spread 
of dragonfly recorders makes it difficult to draw inferences about distributional changes for species that 
have long been common and widespread. The absence of quantitative information on habitat change 
adds further uncertainty. The most that we can say is that it appears that most of Lancashire’s damselflies 
and dragonflies have been undergoing range expansions during the past two or three decades – but 
there is a need for evidence to support that hypothesis. To what extent this might be due to climate 
change or other environmental factors is equally difficult to unravel. 

Changes in phenology
Warmer springs and summers may allow insects to emerge earlier and potentially remain in flight for 
longer. One study found that the emergence dates of British Odonata advanced by nearly two days 
per decade between 1960 and 2004 and by �.�7 days for every 1o C increase in temperature (Hassall et 
al 2007). It also concluded that changes in the flight period appeared to be due to earlier emergence 
rather than an increase in records at the end of the season. 
 We have records over sufficiently long time periods to describe changes in the phenology of 16 
species in Lancashire and North Merseyside. These are summarised in Table 3; only statistically significant 
changes have been used for the analysis.
 Three of the 16 species have shown no change in recent decades in either emergence or final dates, 
or in the length of the flight period. Two were upland dragonflies, Common Hawker and Black Darter, 
whose population/distribution trend in Lancashire is uncertain. It is possible that their apparent absence 
of phenological change is partly due to an undetected decline, or it may be that the effects of climate 
change have not yet reached the uplands. The apparent unchanging flight period of the other species, 
Banded Demoiselle, is more surprising in the light of the huge increase in its distribution and population 
size in recent years, which would have been expected to have led to increased detection of early and 
late individuals. It is possible that river temperatures have remained relatively stable throughout the past 
20-�0 years, perhaps constraining emergence dates.
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Table 3. Changes in the timing of emergence and final sightings and in the flight period of adult 
damselflies and dragonflies.

SPECIES EMERGENCE 
DATE

FINAL 
SIGHTINGS

FLIGHT 
SEASON

DETAILS SEASON 
(DAYS)

Emerald Damselfly No change Later Longer Last 17 days later 2004-
12 v 1995-200�; season 
24 days longer 

87

Banded Demoiselle No change No change No change 8�
Azure Damselfly Earlier No change Longer First earlier by 11 days 

2000-12 v 1987-99; 
season 17 days longer

112

Common Blue 
Damselfly

Earlier Later Longer First earlier by 9 days 
2000-12 v 1987-99; last 
1� days later; season 22 
days longer

1�0

Blue-tailed Damselfly Earlier No change No change First earlier by 6 days 
2000-12 v 1987-99

1�8

Large Red Damselfly Earlier No change Uncertain First earlier by 11 days 
2000-12 v 1987-99

119

Southern Hawker Earlier Later Longer First earlier by 11 days 
2005-12 v 1998-2004 ; last 
20 days later; season �5 
days longer

98

Brown Hawker Earlier Later Longer First earlier by 6 days 
2001—12 v 1989-2000; 
last 12 days later; season 
19 days longer

11�

Common Hawker No change No change No change 92
Migrant Hawker Earlier Later Longer First earlier by 14 days 

2005-12 v 1998-2004 ; last 
12 days later; season 27 
days longer

91

Emperor Dragonfly Earlier Later Longer First earlier by 16 days 
2004-12 v 1995-200�; last 
14 days later; season �0 
days longer

107

Broad-bodied 
Chaser

No change Later Longer Last 19 days later; 
season 15 days longer

74

Four-spotted Chaser Earlier No change Longer First earlier by 11 days 
2000-12 v 1987-99; 
season 11 days longer

95

Black-tailed Skimmer Earlier No change Longer First earlier by 11 days 
2005-12 v 1997-2004; 
season 19 days longer

72

Black Darter No change No change No change 64
Common Darter Earlier Later Longer First earlier by 18 days 

2000-12 v 1985-99; last 
�1 days later; season 49 
days longer

15�

 

 Eleven species had earlier first emergence dates, ranging from six to 18 days, and eight species later 
final sightings, ranging from twelve to 31 days. Six species extended their flight periods at both ends of the 
season, most notably Common Darter.
 It is impossible to quantify the relative importance of climate change and increased observer 
coverage but it is interesting to note that phenological changes are similar both for recent colonists, 
whose populations and the number of records have increased enormously, and the commoner, most 
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long-standing species. It is difficult, for example, to explain the Common Darter’s season extension of 49 
days simply by increased observer effort.
 Flight seasons have increased for eleven species, ranging from eleven to 49 days. Hard on the heels 
of Common Darter have been Southern Hawker (�5 days) and Emperor (�0 days). These extensions have 
averaged about ��%, while those of Southern Hawker (55%) and Common Darter (47%) have roughly 
doubled in length. These are major changes. 
 That flight periods appear to have increased more frequently at the end of the season than the 
start, appears to contradict the findings of Hassall et al (2007). However, earliest and latest sightings 
usually involve only one or two individual insects and may not reflect the phenology of the bulk of the 
population. A more reliable measure of changes in first emergence of a population is to compare dates 
for the first 25% of annual records (the first quartile). In the case of the Common Darter this moved forward 
by at least two weeks between 1985-1999 and 2000-2013, from the first half of August to the second half 
of July. In contrast, the third quartile date (75% of records) was in mid-September in both periods. Figure 
i shows the percentage of Common Darter records in each fortnight (the blue line is 1985-1999 and the 
red line 2000-201�), illustrating earlier emergence of a substantial proportion of the population in the latter 
period but no substantial change towards the end of the season.
 Although it appears that this pattern is replicated in some other species, we do not have sufficient 
data for the earlier period to test whether this is the case to the same extent as for Common Darter. 

Figure i. Common Darter. Percentages of records in each fortnight during 
1985-99 (blue) and 2000-13 (red).
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Figure ii. Number of records of damselflies and dragonflies in Lancashire & North Merseyside in each 
fortnightly period, 2000-2013.

Figure iii. Number of records of damselflies in Lancashire & North Merseyside in each fortnightly period, 
2000-2013.

The Dragonfly Year
It is possible to see adult dragonflies in Lancashire and North Merseyside in eight months of the year but 
they require warm weather to emerge and fly; the majority of records of all species are therefore heavily 
concentrated in the months of June, July, August and early September (fig. ii). 
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Species Richness
The distribution of breeding dragonflies is extremely uneven throughout Lancashire and North Merseyside 
(fig. v). This must to some extent be a reflection of the distribution of dragonfly recorders but there can be 
no doubt that regional differences are also largely due to the availability of suitable habitat and other 
environmental conditions.
 Although there are clusters of the richest tetrads in Silverdale and Heysham, north Lancashire is 
otherwise species-poor. Most of east Lancashire is similarly species-poor, with extensive areas of the uplands 
in which no breeding dragonflies have been recorded. There are, however, a few scattered tetrads 
that support good numbers – in the Stocks Reservoir/Gisburn Forest, Clitheroe, Burnley, Oswaldtwistle, 
Alston and Grimsargh areas. In Rossendale, only Haslingden and Rawtenstall hold anything more than a 
moderate number of species, but the central West Pennine Moors are more favoured. 
 A cluster of species-rich tetrads runs northward from Chorley to Preston, but to the west of this large 
areas of West Lancashire and South Ribble support few breeding dragonflies away from the large 
wetlands around Burscough and Rufford. A slightly larger proportion of tetrads are occupied in the Fylde 
peninsular but the richest areas are heavily concentrated near the south-west coast. Almost all of North 
Merseyside’s tetrads outside of the most heavily built-up areas hold breeding dragonflies but the most 
species-rich areas are found in St. Helens and on the Sefton Coast.

Figure iv. Number of records of dragonflies in Lancashire & North Merseyside in each fortnightly period, 
2000-2013.

 Changes over time are dealt with above and the phenology of individual species is described in 
the species accounts. There are, however, clear differences in flight period between damselflies and 
true dragonflies; these are illustrated in figures iii & iv. Damselflies on the whole emerge a month earlier 
than dragonflies, their numbers peaking in June and July compared with a July to August peak for 
dragonflies.
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Figure v. Species richness: number of breeding species (possible, probable and proven) in each tetrad.
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MAIN HABITATS AND KEY SITES FOR DRAGONFLIES IN 
LANCASHIRE AND NORTH MERSEYSIDE.

THE LOWLANDS OF NORTH MERSEYSIDE, AND SOUTH-WEST AND CENTRAL LANCASHIRE
Lowland habitats, including the lower-lying upland fringes, make up more than half of the total area 
of Lancashire and North Merseyside. They contain by far the largest part of our dragonfly habitat and 
support all of the county’s breeding species with the exception of Golden-ringed Dragonfly.
 The north Lancashire lowlands are dealt with in a later section as they differ in some important 
characteristics from those of North Merseyside, south-west Lancashire, the Fylde peninsular and areas of 
central Lancashire around Preston, Leyland and Chorley.
 Arable farming and horticulture predominate in the south-west and most of the Fylde with dairy 
production elsewhere. The arable areas are the more important for dragonflies. Ponds are the most 
numerous dragonfly habitats in Lancashire, occurring throughout the lowlands but with particularly high 
frequencies of flooded marl-pits in the Fylde (the ‘Fylde Supercluster’) and in the vicinity of Wigan (the 
‘Wigan Pondway’), the former having as many as 4436 mapped ponds. The suitability of individual field 
ponds for dragonflies comes and goes according to their state of seral succession, but wherever pond 
clusters exist many species survive as metapopulations, moving between sites as conditions allow. Most 
sites probably support only a handful of commoner species but their sheer number and relative inacces-
sibility mean that farmland ponds have been rather poorly recorded, accounting for many of the gaps 
in the species distribution maps.

Ponds have also been dug for non-agricultural purposes, including for sustainable urban drainage systems 
and on golf courses, those at Blackpool’s Heron’s Reach and Formby Hall Golf Courses being good 
examples. Urban gardens also contain large numbers of ponds – uncounted and largely unrecorded 
– which support many of the commoner species as well as providing a favoured habitat for the Southern 
Hawker.
 A distinctive and important series of often base-rich ponds, slacks and scrapes, created mainly for 
Natterjack Toads, exists on the dune system of the Sefton Coast between Crosby and Southport with its 

Farmland pond in Carleton, part of the Fylde supercluster. (Mike Sutcliffe)
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Scrape No. 47, Birkdale Local Nature Reserve, a Ruddy Darter breeding site. (Phil Smith)

component sites managed by Sefton Council, Natural England, the National Trust, Lancashire Wildlife Trust 
and the RSPB. The most important waterbodies are found at Formby, Ainsdale and Birkdale. This ‘super-
site’ forms perhaps the most important area for dragonflies in Lancashire, where 20 species have been 
recorded, 14 of them breeding annually including the scarce Ruddy Darter at what may be becoming 

A typical mossland drain, Downholland Brook, Formby. (Phil Smith)
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its last redoubt in the county. The acid-water species, Common Hawker and Black Darter, also occur 
in most years, while vagrant Yellow-winged and Red-veined Darters have been recorded on several 
occasions and Lesser Emperor once. The Sefton Coast forms the most important dune system in the 
country and is designated as a Special Area of Conservation for its special habitats, plants and animals. 
Its dragonfly fauna also clearly merits “special feature” recognition in the Site of Special Scientific Interest 
description.
 The extensive drainage of arable farmland has produced a network of sluices, brooks, drains and 
ditches, especially in the Douglas, Crossens and Alt catchments. The larger of these, that remain wet all 
year, provide important habitats, especially for damselflies.

River Lostock, Cuerden Valley Park. (Phil Smith)

Mere Sands Wood. (Phil Smith)
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 The Leeds-Liverpool Canal and its spurs, together with the southern section of the Lancaster Canal, 
including the Ribble Link, and smaller canalised rivers like the Alt, provide essentially similar conditions but 
also support several of the commoner dragonfly species. Until quite recently water quality in most of these 
watercourses was poor. One exception was the River Lostock which for many years was Lancashire’s only 
site for Banded Demoiselle. However, improving water quality has encouraged the much wider spread of 
this and other species.
 Until quite recently planning permission for aggregate (sand, gravel and clay) extraction sites usually 
required restoration to farmland. However, nature conservation has increasingly become a favoured 
end use. The Lancashire Wildlife Trust’s Mere Sands Wood was an early example of this, followed more 
recently by Brockholes Wetland. Other extraction sites have also survived as open water habitats, 
including Scorton on the Wyre and Nuck’s Wood and Mere Brow lakes in the south-west. These sites 
have mostly been used primarily for recreational pursuits such as angling or sailing rather than explicitly 

MERE SANDS WOOD
Size: 42ha, of which approximately 10ha is wetland
Location: West Lancashire, between the villages of Rufford and Holmeswood. SD447157

Extraction of sand within the woodland began in the 1970s, creating the pits that form 
today’s lakes. In addition to the lakes, a deep and well-vegetated agricultural drainage ditch 
– unconnected to the reserve’s other waterbodies – bisects the site and a pond and small 
reedbed separate the visitor centre from the car park. The lakes are generally shallow and 
mesotrophic, while the ditch shows occasional signs of eutrophication. 

Managed by the Lancashire Wildlife Trust since the end of quarrying in 1982, small reedbeds 
have become established, together with plentiful aquatic and emergent vegetation.

Eighteen species of dragonflies have been recorded, twelve breeding regularly, most notably 
Ruddy Darter, although none of the latter species has been recorded since 2007. Despite 
the absence of obviously suitable breeding habitat, Banded Demoiselles are increasingly 
frequent visitors, suggesting that they are breeding locally. In the past, both Hairy Dragonfly 
and Variable Damselfly have been reported but neither has been confirmed.

Brockholes Wetland (Michael Foley)
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Only tiny fragments of the previously vast expanse of mosses, raised bogs, mires, swamps and marshes 
survive in the county south of Morecambe Bay. Highfield Moss in Golborne and Bold Moss in St. Helens are 
the most important, although the former is mostly in Greater Manchester. Acidic conditions provide the 

Bold Moss, Sphagnum bog in wet woodland. (Paul Thomas)

BROCKHOLES WETLAND
Size: 100ha, about 50ha of which is wetland.
Location: East of Preston adjacent to the River Ribble. SD585�08

Owned by the Lancashire Wildlife Trust, gravel extraction ceased in 2006. About half the area 
comprises open water fringed by developing marginal vegetation, in the form of two major 
lakes plus several smaller ones towards the north-west corner of the site. In addition, there 
are two small but very important dragonfly pools to the east. The water is roughly neutral and 
dragonfly species which prefer more acidic habitats are scarce here. 

Nineteen dragonfly species have been recorded, 14 of them breeding regularly. Four-spotted 
Chasers can be especially common as well as other large dragonflies. Incoming migrants 
have included Lesser Emperor (last seen in 2010) and Red-veined Darter (2006 & 2009) but 
both of these have failed to establish permanent populations.

The three ‘blue’ damselfly species are frequent over most of the site at peak season, as are 
Brown Hawkers, Emperors and Migrant Hawkers later on. Bare areas such as gravel tracks and 
dried mud are especially favoured by Black-tailed Skimmers and sometimes also by Common 
Darters, strong populations of the latter occurring over much of the site. 

for nature conservation, but dragonflies have benefitted nonetheless and they provide many of the 
county’s most important dragonfly sites. 
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LUNT MEADOWS
Size: 70ha, of which approximately 50ha is wetland
Location: Between the villages of Lunt and Homer Green on the northern outskirts of the 
Liverpool conurbation. SD�47026

Lunt Meadows was created in 2010 by the Environment Agency on formerly arable land and 
is managed by the Lancashire Wildlife Trust; it functions both as a flood storage area for the 
River Alt and as a nature reserve. Approximately half of the created wetland is developing 
reedbed and the remainder floodplain grazing marsh, containing a number of large shallow 
ponds, scrapes and channels. Pre-existing habitats include a roughly 1km stretch of the River 
Alt and a similar length of deep, vegetated agricultural drains. Most important for dragonflies, 
though, was a small pond at Homer Green which has ‘seeded’ colonisation of the rest of the 
site. Water conditions in the drains, and to a lesser extent the existing pond, are eutrophic but 
the water chemistry of the previously heavily polluted River Alt is now markedly improved. The 
created wetland is fed from the river but as the reedbeds mature water quality will continue 
to improve.

The Homer Green pond supports at least ten breeding dragonfly species including Ruddy 
Darter, while a strong population of Banded Demoiselles has recently become established on 
the River Alt. A further six species have been recorded on the created wetland and the site as 
a whole now supports some 1� regularly-breeding species.

only breeding sites for Common Hawker and Black Darter within this region. Considerably more – several 
square kilometres – of remnant raised bog remains in Greater Manchester in Bolton, Wigan and Salford. 
Although all has been cut over, as long as some peat remains it is capable of restoration and the Wildlife 
Trust now owns or manages most sites.
 One of the first major wetland habitat projects in Lancashire was the ‘re-creation’, albeit on a much 
smaller scale than the original, of Martin Mere by the Wildfowl and Wetland Trust. The site has been 
expanded more recently with the construction of reedbeds on previously arable land and is becoming 
increasingly important for dragonflies. In 2010 another purpose-built wetland nature reserve was created 
by the Environment Agency and the Wildlife Trust on arable land at Lunt Meadows. 

BOLD MOSS
Size: 1�0ha
Location: Between Parr and Sutton in south-east St. Helens (part in Warrington, Cheshire). 
SJ5449�8

A large ex-industrial site mostly created from the spoil and waste from Bold Colliery and 
Bold Power Station. Three areas of relict raised bog, Bold Moss itself plus Sutton and 
Burtonwood Mosses, exist on its fringes, making up the largest remaining area of this once 
extensive habitat in Merseyside. Sphagnum mosses dominate these mosslands which 
support a complex mosaic of acidic ditches, small water-filled peat pits, bog pools and wet 
woodland. There are five clay-lined ponds on top of the tipped material, some of which 
have developed into reedbed. The site thus supports a mosaic of acidic and neutral, oligo-
trophic and mesotrophic wetlands supporting one of the largest assemblages of regularly-
breeding dragonflies in Lancashire & North Merseyside. 

Seventeen species have been recorded, all of them breeding regularly with the exception of 
Banded Demoiselle. They include all of the county’s damselflies except Red-eyed Damselfly 
and Beautiful Demoiselle, but most notable are the only significant populations of breeding 
Common Hawkers and Black Darters in North Merseyside.

Two other lowland sites are of significant interest: the ponds of Hurst Grange Park in the Ribble Valley at 
Penwortham west of Preston where 17 species have been recorded in recent years, and Marton Mere in 
Blackpool, one of just two natural lakes in Lancashire.



24

MARTON MERE LOCAL NATURE RESERVE
Size: 38ha of which over 16ha is covered by the Mere itself. 
Location: Blackpool. SD�42�5�

Formed at the end of the last Ice Age, around 10,000 years ago, its basis is a deep kettle hole. 
From the 1700s it was extensively drained until by the 1960s open water had been reduced to 
5.7ha. Until 1972 much of the surrounding land was used at a municipal tip. However, in 1974 
an earth dam was built at the eastern outflow, extending the mere to 16ha. Virtually the entire 
margin has become fringed with reed. In the middle of the mere there are extensive beds of 
water-lily and Amphibious Bistort. 

Adjacent to the LNR to the north lies Heron’s Reach Golf Course which has 18 ponds.

Seventeen species of dragonflies have been recorded at Marton Mere and Heron’s Reach 
GC, twelve of them breeding. Most notable is the Ruddy Darter on the golf course, at one of 
its two breeding sites in the Fylde.

LANCASTER AND SILVERDALE LOWLANDS 
Similar wetland habitats to those of the southern area also occur in north Lancashire but there are signif-
icant differences. There is very little arable land and thus few farmland ponds, while the porous nature of 
the underlying limestone in much of the area mitigates against the formation of natural ponds.
 The northern length of the Lancaster Canal supports similar species to the southern canals and has 
probably acted as a conduit for the spread of Banded Demoiselles into south Cumbria. The various 
gravel extraction sites in the Dockacres complex close to the River Keer, including Pine Lake, are the 
largest in the county but none has been managed for nature conservation; our knowledge of their value 

Hawes Water (John Lamb)
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BANK WELL
Size: 1250m2 
Location: Silverdale. SD47�754

The free-draining nature of Silverdale’s underlying limestone geology means there are rather 
few ponds in the area. Bank Well is the most important for dragonflies. It was once used for 
watering livestock and other domestic uses but when these ceased it almost disappeared as 
a wetland until restored in the 1990s. It is fed by a spring but has no visible outflow. The pond is 
fringed with reed and other marginal vegetation and is surrounded on two sides by trees.

Seventeen species have been recorded, 15 of them having bred in recent years. Good 
numbers of Ruddy Darters have been seen but the species has not been recorded since 
2010; it is feared that the recent introduction of goldfish may be having a seriously detrimental 
impact upon the site’s dragonflies.

for dragonflies is limited as few records have been received from this area. Extensive areas of damaged 
raised bog are found at Heysham, Cockerham and Winmarleigh Mosses, all of which are in the process 
of restoration by the Wildlife Trust.
 The restoration of the reedbeds at Leighton Moss – the largest area of this habitat in north-west 
England – was the earliest major nature conservation project in the county. Together with the satellite 
sites of Silverdale Moss and Barrow Scout that were recently created on farmland it is a major dragonfly 
site. 
 Two sites stand out in the Silverdale limestone areas. Hawes Water, lying within the Gait Barrows 
National Nature Reserve, is by far the larger of Lancashire’s two natural lakes – 90 ha and 1km in length. 
Although the NNR holds many special plants and butterflies, its dragonfly fauna is also impressive. The 
other outstanding Silverdale site is the pond at Bank Well (see below).

Bank Well (John Lamb)
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Middleton NR (Tim Mitcham)

MIDDLETON & HEYSHAM NATURE RESERVES 
Size: Middleton 44ha; Heysham 10ha
Location: Heysham. Middleton SD417590; Heysham SD423603

Occupying a former industrial site that fell into disuse around 40 years ago, Middleton NR is 
managed by the Wildlife Trust on behalf of Lancaster City Council. The footprint of former 
industry remains in the form of low-lying basins surrounded by banks of made ground and 
other areas where hard standing impedes drainage. It has developed a range of wetland 
habitats including ponds and fringing tall-herb fen, species-rich marsh and areas of seasonal 
inundation on open ground. Most ponds have well-developed vegetation. A more recently 
created pool has sparsely-vegetated margins with patches of stony bare ground.

Heysham NR, also managed by the Wildlife Trust, is about 2km away and consists of a varied 
mosaic of grassland, scrub, developing woodland and a range of wetland habitats. The 
wetland in the main area of the reserve is dominated by reedbed and smaller areas of 
fen and swamp along with a number of small well-vegetated pools. Two larger ponds are 
present in the strip of land running down to the shore at Red Nab and both are well used 
by dragonflies. Expansion of the reedbed and successional changes towards fen within the 
main wetland has resulted in less open water habitat in recent years, although small areas 
are actively managed on an annual basis to retain some open water, with a network of small 
pools and ditches.

Between them these two sites are the most important for dragonflies in Lancashire & North 
Merseyside having recorded more species than any other, 21 of the 24 seen in the county. 
Sixteen species have bred in recent years, most notably Red-veined Darter and Ruddy Darter. 

 The jewels in the crown of the north, however, are found at Heysham. Middleton and Heysham 
Nature Reserves are both ex-industrial sites; they are the most important sites for dragonflies in Lancashire 
(with Middleton having the edge) and amongst a handful that may merit SSSI status.
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THE UPLANDS & EAST LANCASHIRE
Roughly 40% of Lancashire lies above the 
100m contour but moorland habitats take 
up a much smaller area: grass or heather 
moorland are present in approximately 15% 
of the 9�5 tetrads that make up Lancashire & 
North Merseyside. The Forest of Bowland and its 
surrounds, in east and north Lancashire, is the 
county’s main area but such habitats are also 
found in the south Pennines, the West Pennine 
Moors and Leck Fell in the far north-east.
 The most important dragonfly habitat on 
the highest ground is found in the myriad of small 
streams flowing from the tops, the breeding 
haunt of Golden-ringed Dragonflies. Little 
wetland is found on the blanket bog, although 
this may be increasing where drainage is being 
impeded. However, damselflies can sometimes 
find niches wherever suitable small bog pools, 
ditches or flushes are found. Schwingmoor 
(floating Sphagnum mosses) habitat at Lord’s 
Lot Bog also supports the main acidic species.
 

A typical Golden-ringed Dragonfly stream, New Laithe 
Farm, Newton-in-Bowland. (Mark Breaks)

Recently created pool at New Laithe Farm, Newton-in-Bowland (Mark Breaks)
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Of greater significance, though, are the many reservoirs at lower levels throughout the county. These 
vary in their use by dragonflies; the open water generally has little value, dragonflies favouring vegetated 
shallows and associated pools. 
 Often encouraged by environmental farm subsidies, ponds have been created in recent years on in-
bye land and other areas. Some of the best examples of these are found at New Laithe Farm in Newton-
in-Bowland, Stephen Park in the Gisburn Forest and on the central West Pennine Moors. To date only 
one large wetland has been created in east Lancashire, at Alston Reservoirs. All these sites were quickly 
colonised by a range of species, perhaps indicating that the relative paucity of dragonflies in and on the 
fringes of the uplands results more from a lack of suitable habitat than other environmental factors.

Moorland pool above Belmont in the West Pennine Moors. (Steve Martin)
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Belmont Reservoir (David Price)

CENTRAL WEST PENNINE MOORS
Size: Large area of moorland, reservoirs and in-bye fields.
Location: Around the village of Belmont in Blackburn-with-Darwen. SD675165

The area consists of blanket bog moorland with frequent flushes and pools at higher altitudes 
down through acidic and neutral in-bye grassland with frequent rush-fringed field ponds plus 
several reservoirs, the most notable being Belmont Reservoir.

The reservoir itself is rather poor, only hunting Common and Brown Hawkers being obvious. 
More important are the adjacent ponds with emergent vegetation. 

The in-bye fields around Belmont hold many largely acidic to neutral rush-fringed ponds, those 
with emergent vegetation holding some exceptional populations of Odonata, both in terms 
of species and numbers.

Sixteen species have been recorded in the area with thirteen breeding regularly, including 
strong populations of Black Darter, Common Hawker, Broad-bodied Chaser, Emerald Damselfly 
and Large Red Damselfly. Emperor colonised the area from 2000 (breeding by 2006), Broad-
bodied Chaser in 200� (breeding by 2005) and Southern Hawker in 2009 (breeding by 2011). 
Migrant Hawker was first recorded in 2007 but has so far failed to become established.

Higher altitude waterbodies (such as moorland pools at up to 450m asl) support only two 
regular breeding species, Black Darter and Common Hawker. The number of species 
increases with decreasing altitude (and acidity), so that at Belmont Reservoir (at 260m asl) 
eleven breeding species are present, whilst down at 220m asl some clusters of in-bye field 
ponds hold all 1� locally breeding species.
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Three other sites in east Lancashire where twelve or more species have been recorded are worthy of 
mention. The Grindleton Pond/Levi Well is an area of flushed bog situated in the Grindleton Forest on the 
edge of Harrop Fell, which rose to prominence in 2013 when the county’s first Keeled Skimmer was found 
there. Lomeshaye Marsh in Nelson consists of broadly similar marsh/swamp habitat but is situated on the 
edge of the urban area on the site of an ex-sewage works. The Hurstwood Pool, a large acidic pond 
east of Burnley, is, like the Grindleton Ponds, situated within conifer woodland; it is the easternmost site at 
which Ruddy Darter has been recorded in Lancashire.

Grindleton Forest Pond/Levi Well. (Phil Smith)
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SPECIES ACCOUNTS

Terminology
For the sake of brevity the terms Zygoptera and Anisoptera, for damselflies and dragonflies respectively, 
are not used in the text. Similarly, the term ‘dragonfly’ often refers to both damselflies and dragonflies but 
this should always be clear in the text. Constant reference to the two ‘counties’ or to ‘Lancashire & North 
Merseyside’ would also be rather cumbersome so ‘the county’ or ‘Lancashire’ are regularly used to cover 
our whole region – again, the context should make this clear. 

Coverage
Nationally, dragonfly recording, like other branches of entomology, still adheres to the vice-county system 
rather than political boundaries. This atlas, however, uses the latter and follows the current boundary of 
the county of Lancashire, including the unitary authorities, and the four districts of the defunct metro-
politan county of Merseyside north of the Mersey, Liverpool, St. Helens, Knowsley and Sefton. Our region 
thus includes most of Vice-counties 59 and 60 and an area of VC64 that was in Yorkshire prior to the 1974 
realignment of boundaries. Records of some species in parts of VC59 that are now included in Greater 
Manchester are also mapped and referred to in the text.

The distribution of damselflies and dragonflies (all records) in Lancashire & North Merseyside.
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Number of records
A total of 20,500 records received up to the end of 201� form the basis for the distribution maps and 
analyses of the status of the dragonfly species of Lancashire & North Merseyside. The earliest records we 
have on the database were in the 1920s but it was not until the 1980s that more systematic recording 
over a wide area began. The 1980s produced 1565 records, rising to �516 during the 1990s and then 
almost trebling to 10990 during the first decade of the 21st century as this atlas project got underway, 
and supplemented by a further 4022 between 2010 and 201�. These records make up a little under 2% of 
those that were used in the compilation of the atlas of British and Irish dragonflies (Cham et al 2014).
 At least one damselfly or dragonfly was recorded in 647 tetrads, roughly two-thirds of the 943 that 
make up Lancashire & North Merseyside. There were several large gaps but it is difficult to know to what 
extent these were the result of a lack of coverage or a genuine absence of dragonflies. The absence 
of records in much of the uplands is perhaps not surprising but many of those in the south-west lowlands 
and to the north of Preston must surely be to a larger extent due to under-recording. These factors need 
to be kept in mind when assessing the distribution maps – an absence of records does not always mean 
an absence of dragonflies.

Breeding status
The current status of every species has been assessed in each tetrad. Where good numbers of records 
have been received regularly this is fairly straightforward but in other cases a subjective judgement has 
sometimes had to be made.
 Breeding has been regarded as proven on the basis of records of larvae (of which we have very 
few records), emerged larval cases, fresh teneral insects, mating and ovipositing by multiple numbers of 
adults, or the recurrence of a substantial population over several years. Some species, however, most 
notably Black Darter, regularly engage in breeding behaviour in unsuitable habitat; such records have 
not been mapped as breeding.
 Records have been treated as probable where the evidence is less substantial, usually because fewer 
records have been received, but the site’s habitat is regarded as suitable for that particular species. For 
the purposes of mapping distribution the proven and probable categories have been merged as the 
distinction between them is often weak and dependent largely upon the number of site visits.
 Possible breeding represents a further step into uncertainty. Records have been categorised as 
possible where the habitat is suitable but evidence of sustained breeding is substantially weaker, mainly 
because only one or two insects have been observed on a few occasions, even if engaged in breeding 
behaviour.
 All other records have been classed as casual. These include dragonflies only seen away from, or 
making sporadic visits to, wetland habitat without any evidence of breeding behaviour. Also included 
are records of breeding attempts in unsuitable habitat, for example by Black Darter and Common 
Hawker, and all records of vagrant species, irrespective of whether breeding behaviour was observed. 
Yellow-winged Darter is the main example of the latter, while Red-veined Darter records are treated as 
casual except where a regular population became established.

Relative frequency of occurrence
This clumsy term has been employed in an attempt to quantify species’ ranges in terms of the number of 
tetrads occupied. Because only around two-thirds of the county’s tetrads have any records of dragon-
flies (see above), this is a measure of the proportion of ‘dragonfly-tetrads’, i.e. those for which at least one 
record of any species, whatever its breeding status, is available. In a few instances this relative frequency 
of occurrence has been mapped at the 10km square (hectad) level, but in most species accounts it is 
simply stated for the county as a whole.
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EMERALD DAMSELFLY Lestes sponsa

Status, habitat and distribution
With the exception of the rare Red-
eyed Damselfly, the Emerald Damselfly 
is the least widespread of Lancashire’s 
breeding damselflies; it has been 
recorded in 115 tetrads, 18% of the 
county’s ‘dragonfly-tetrads’. In all but 
five of these there was some evidence 
of breeding, indicating that this species 
is highly sedentary. 
 Elsewhere in the country the species 
is known often to survive in small popula-
tions, functioning as a metapopulation 
moving between sites as some become 
unsuitable and others open up. Our 
post-1985 records provide only very 
limited evidence of this in Lancashire; 
although there have been a dozen or so 
sites where the species appears to have 
persisted for only relatively few years, the 
overwhelming majority of records come 
from a rather small number of long-lived 
sites.
 Emerald Damselflies are strictly a still-water species in Lancashire with no records on any rivers or 
canals and only one or two on small streams. They favour shallow-water sites but their main requirement 
is for extensive emergent and marginal vegetation as they are ‘shy’ flyers over open water, for which 
reason the largest numbers are often found away from waterbodies in tall vegetation or scrub. This is a 
habitat they share with the Ruddy Darter, the two species being found together in Lancashire in all but 
four of the �1 tetrads where Ruddy Darters were thought to breed.
 Their range is overwhelmingly south of the Ribble, especially in Merseyside but also extending into 
parts of West and central Lancashire, the West Pennine Moors (where they are common only on sites with 
much emergent vegetation), Rossendale and Burnley. Records are scattered north of the Ribble, the 
species being absent from much of the Fylde and north Lancashire and essentially absent from the whole 
of Bowland (fig. 1). Only on the Sefton Coast and in Silverdale and Burnley is Emerald Damselfly found in 
a majority of ‘dragonfly tetrads’.
 There been no indication of any significant change in distribution since at least the late 1980s.

Male Emerald Damselfly, Birkdale (Phil Smith)

Emerald Damselfly pair (Trevor Davenport)
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Flight period
This species emerges later than all of Lancashire’s other damselflies, on average on 24 June between 
1995 and 2013, and does not appear with any regularity before July (fig. 2). Numbers are at their peak 
between the second half of July and the first fortnight of September, after which sightings become 
decidedly scarce with the last seen on average on 14 September. 
 Our earliest record was on 31 May 2007 at Hesketh Golf Course, Marshside, and the latest at Cowm 
Reservoir, Rossendale on 7 October 2007. Dates of first sightings have not changed significantly since 1995 
but last sightings have come 17 days later, resulting in an increased fight season of 24 days, which has 
averaged 87 days since 2000.
 

Abundance
Although peak counts at many sites are usually in single figures, ten or more have been seen on 30 sites 
and 50 or more on 14. The largest counts were 310 on in-bye field ponds near Belmont on 5 August 2012, 
220 at Belmont Reservoir on 24 August 2008, 120 on Bold Moss on 12 August 2002, and 100 at Coal Clough 
Windfarm on 17 August 2006, Altcar Rifle Ranges on 11 July 1997 and Grindleton Forest Pond/Levi Well 
on 25 August 201�.

Figure 1. Distribution of Emerald Damselflies 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.
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Figure 2. Number of records of Emerald Damselflies in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 
1995-2013, by fortnight.
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Male Banded Demoiselle, Downholland Brook. (Phil Smith)

BANDED DEMOISELLE Calopteryx splendens

Status, habitat and distribution
As elsewhere in Britain this is our commonest riverine species. Banded Demoiselles are now present on 
a wide variety of slow-moving watercourses wherever tall bank-side vegetation and silty substrates are 
present, including more sheltered stretches of the main rivers and brooks, canals and larger agricultural 
drains (Ward & Mill 2005).
 This restricts their distribution in Lancashire (fig. 3) but they are currently found in 162 tetrads, a quarter 
of the total number where any dragonflies were recorded, making it our twelfth most widespread 
species. Males do, 
however, fairly regularly 
wander some distance 
from suitable breeding 
habitat, accounting for 
casual records in �4 tetrads 
– the remainder relating to 
at least possible breeding 
sites.
 Figure 4 illustrates the 
remarkably rapid spread 
of Banded Demoiselles 
in the past 20 years so 
that they are now found 
in virtually all suitable 
areas of Lancashire & 
North Merseyside. Climate 
change may have had 
some influence, especially 
in north Lancashire from 
where they are now 
spreading into south 
Cumbria. However, the 
more important reason 
for the increase is likely 
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to have been the significant improvements in water quality this century – as this species is particularly 
sensitive to pollution.
 Until the late 1990s Banded Demoiselles were almost entirely restricted to the River Lostock within and 
close to Cuerden Valley Park in Bamber Bridge (Smith 1998a), together with a smaller population on the 
Ribble near Samlesbury close to what is now Brockholes Wetland. During this period there was one casual 
record at Rivington Reservoir in 198�. 
 Banded Demoiselles began a slow expansion at the end of the 1990s, spreading throughout the 
Preston area and starting to colonise sites not far away on the Rivers Wyre and Douglas and the Lancaster 
Canal. More surprising was their regular presence on the Leeds-Liverpool Canal in the Rimrose Valley 
north of Liverpool by 1997, about �0 miles away from any other known site. 
 Over the next five or six years much of the Ribble upstream of Preston was colonised as well as 
many more stretches of the Lancaster and Leeds-Liverpool Canals and the Rivers Wyre, Yarrow and Alt; 
by 2004 the River Calder at Altham also held a sizeable population. Further colonisation in subsequent 
years had three main foci: the Chorley area, north Lancashire, the Sankey Valley in St. Helens and the 
south-west agricultural mosslands. The species now regularly holds territory on the lakes at Brockholes and 
presumably breeds there at its only stillwater site in the county – although colonisation of the gravel pits 
of the Dockacres complex may also be underway.
 Banded Demoiselles remain absent or extremely scarce throughout most of east Lancashire away 
from the Ribble and Calder, the Fylde, the West Pennine Moors and Rossendale. Due to a lack of suitable 

Figure 3. Distribution of Banded Demoiselles 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.
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habitat in these areas there is probably little scope for any substantial further expansion but it is likely 
that wandering insects will continue to turn up out of habitat as the core populations consolidate and 
increase. The species is fairly localised in neighbouring areas of Greater Manchester.

Flight Period
On average between 1998 and 2012 the first Banded Demoiselles appeared in Lancashire on 17 May. 
Numbers show a sharp peak in the first half of June before declining gradually throughout June, July and 
early August with the last being seen on average on 7 August (fig. 5). The earliest ever was in Cuerden 
Valley Park on 1 May 1998, while the latest appeared at Priory Meadows, Preston on 26 September 
2011. In an average year Banded Demoiselles are in flight for a total of 83 days and, despite the huge 
increase in distribution, neither first nor last dates have shown any significant change over the past 20 
years. Banded Demoiselle is one of only three dragonfly species that has shown no change in phenology 
in Lancashire in recent years, the other being the upland species Common Hawker and Black Darter 
– adding weight to the premise that climate change has not significantly affected the species.

Figure 4. First records of Banded Demoiselles in Lancashire & North Merseyside. 
(Red dots ≤ 1995; blue 1996-2000; green 2001-2005; yellow 2006-2013) 
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Female Banded Demoiselle, Brockholes Wetland. (Michael Foley)
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Figure 5. Number of records of Banded Demoiselles 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013, by fortnight.

Abundance
Although most records are of low single figures, Banded Demoiselles can appear in quite large numbers 
at times. Counts of 20 or more have been made at 16 sites, mostly in central Lancashire; the largest by 
far was 208 along the River Calder at Altham on 1 July 2006. Other large counts were 140 in Cuerden 
Valley Park on 11 June 2007 and 100 at opposite ends of the Ribble at the Tickled Trout and Clitheroe 
Pipe Bridge on �0 June 2006.
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BEAUTIFUL DEMOISELLE Calopteryx virgo

The Beautiful Demoiselle, like its Banded relative, is a purely riverine species but it is more particular in 
its habitat requirements. The larval stages require high levels of dissolved oxygen, restricting them to 
cleaner, faster running watercourses with substrates largely lacking silt and decaying vegetation. Such 
habitats have probably been scarce in Lancashire & North Merseyside outside the uplands for a hundred 
years or more. There is no evidence that Banded Demoiselles have ever bred here, although it is possible 
that the continuing clean-up of our rivers may offer a chance of colonisation. The species does occur 
fairly frequently in both Cumbria and Cheshire. 
 The national dragonfly atlas (Cham et al 2014) describes this insect as having spread into Lancashire 
since 2000, mapping ‘records’ in SD20, SD�0, SD41, SD52, SD5�, SD72 and SD7� in support of this assertion. 
However, none of these has been verified and they are assumed to have been misidentified Banded 
Demoiselles.
 In fact, only three Beautiful Demoiselles have reliably been recorded in Lancashire and none in North 
Merseyside. All were males in unsuitable breeding habitat. Two were in the Fylde: in a St. Anne’s garden 
on 16 July 200� (Walsh 2004) and on the Ribble marshes at Warton Bank on 1 June 2009, and the other at 
Middleton Nature Reserve on 3 August 2003 (fig. 6).

Figure 6. Records of Beautiful Demoiselles in Lancashire & North Merseyside.
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AZURE DAMSELFLY Coenagrion puella

Status, habitat and distribution
The Azure Damselfly is a common and sometimes abundant species throughout the lowlands but largely 
absent in upland areas, although it does occur in the east of the county where suitable habitat exists. 
Found in 274 tetrads in Lancashire & North Merseyside (42% of the total surveyed), it was considered to be 
at least possibly breeding in all but four of these tetrads and is our fifth most widespread species (fig. 7). 
 Azure Damselflies favour well-vegetated still and slow-moving waters, such as ponds, lakes, canals, 
agricultural drains and dune slacks, being also found on quieter, sheltered stretches of our major rivers, 
particularly the Ribble and Wyre but less so the Lune, as well as the Yarrow and Douglas. Smaller water-
bodies with both marginal and inundation vegetation are preferred (Brooks & Lewington 1997) and the 
species tolerates fairly eutrophic conditions. Although it avoids the more acidic conditions of moorland 
pools, it is commonly found on less acidic wetlands on upland in-bye land in the West Pennine Moors. 
Azure Damselflies are by and large associated with relatively late-succession habitats and are commonly 
found on well-established garden ponds.
 Although the suitability of pond habitats in particular may change over time, there is no indication 
that any major changes in distribution have taken place in the county over the past �0 or so years. The 

Figure 7. Distribution of Azure Damselflies 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013. 
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core of the range extends southwards from Preston through Chorley, parts of West Lancashire and into St. 
Helens but the largest concentration of occupied tetrads lies to the east, outside the county boundary 
in Wigan. Smaller clusters were found on the Sefton Coast, which was first colonised in 1985, and in the 
Silverdale area. 
 Azure Damselflies were recorded in more than 75% of ‘dragonfly-tetrads’ in three 10km squares in the 
south-western quarter of the county and more than half in a further twelve (fig. 8). This confirms the impor-
tance of the Preston and Chorley areas (SD52) and the Sefton Coast (SD20 and SD21) but also highlights 
significant clusters of records around Blackpool (SD33) and the West Pennine Moors (SD61 and SD71).

Flight Period
In warm springs the first Azure Damselflies may emerge in the last days of April, the earliest being at Nuck’s 
Wood, Holmeswood on 20 April 2006. However, the first week of May is more usual (fig. 9). Numbers 
increase rapidly as May progresses, reaching a peak in early June before gradually declining until the end 
of July and falling off rapidly during August. Our latest record was on 14 September 1998 near Burnley.
 On average the first records since 1987 were on 7 May and the latest on 18 August. Mean first 
emergence was recorded eleven days earlier during 2000-2012 compared with 1987-1999 and the final 
sightings seven days later (fig. 10). Similar changes have been noted elsewhere, for example emergence 

Figure 8. Relative frequency of occurrence in 10km squares (proportion of tetrads in which any species 
recorded) of Azure Damselflies in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013. 

(Dot size from largest to smallest: ≥ 75%; 50-74%; 25-49%; 5-24%)
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in Germany now occurs up to a month earlier than it did in the 1980s (Corbet & Brooks 2008). The average 
flight season in Lancashire since 2000 has been 112 days.

Figure 9. Number of records of Azure Damselflies in 
Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1987-2013, by fortnight.
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Azure Damselflies, 
Newton-in-Bowland. 
(Mark Breaks)

Abundance
Counts of 50 or more have been recorded from 27 sites in Lancashire & North Merseyside, mostly from 
small or medium-sized ponds. The highest were 220 at Mill Wood, Speke in south Liverpool on 14 June 
2011 and 200 at a pond in Mawdesley on 30 May 2012 and at Stephen Park in the Gisburn Forest on 
1� July 201�. Counts of 100 or more also came from the Birkdale Hills, Fishwick Bottoms (Preston), Pope 
Lane LNR (Preston), Middleton NR, Cuerden Valley Park, Nuck’s Wood, Mere Sands Wood, Bank Well 
(Silverdale) and Hougher Fall Farm Reservoir in east Lancashire. Very large counts in adjoining areas of 
Greater Manchester included an estimated 500 at Darcy Lever Gravel Pits (Bolton) in 2009 and 245 on 
the Hermitage Pond (Wigan) in 2008.



4�

Male Azure Damselfly, Brockholes Wetland. (Michael Foley)

Figure 10. Dates of first emergence of Azure Damselflies in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1987-2013. 
(Day 100 = 10 April; day 150 = 30 May; day 200 = 19 July; day 250 = 7 September)
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COMMON BLUE DAMSELFLY Enallagma cyathigerum

Status, habitat and distribution
Although the Common Blue Damselfly is regarded as the commonest species in many parts of the 
country it is only the fourth most widespread in Lancashire & North Merseyside. It has been recorded in 
292 tetrads, 45% of those occupied by dragonflies – a similar proportion to the Azure Damselfly but signifi-
cantly less than the Blue-tailed.
 It breeds in a wide variety of still-water habitats including canals, often sharing such sites with both 
Azure and Blue-tailed Damselflies. It does, however, occur more often than the former on larger water-
bodies where males can be seen swarming low over the water far from the margins (Merritt et al. 1996). 
It is also seen on many of the county’s rivers and probably breeds successfully in some quieter sections.
 Its distribution is broadly similar to that of the Azure Damselfly but it is less common than that species 
throughout the Fylde, on the Sefton Coast and in south Liverpool. It is, however, significantly more 
widespread in the east of the county including in several scattered areas of the fells – perhaps being 
more tolerant of acidic water conditions (fig. 11). It may also tolerate some degree of salinity; it is, for 
example, the only species that has ever attempted to breed (probably unsuccessfully) on the brackish 
‘freshwater pool’ at Seaforth.

Figure 11. Distribution of Common Blue Damselflies 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.
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Flight period
Our earliest record was at Mere Sands Wood on 27 April 2011 but on average between 1987 and 2012 the 
first were seen on 15 May, a week later than Azure Damselflies. However, first emergence has advanced 
significantly during this period and averaged nine days earlier during 2000-2012 compared with 1987-
1999. As ever, it is impossible to untangle the relative importance of increased observers and climate 
change, but there is little doubt that warmer springs have been a major factor.
 The number of records increases slowly during May before rising rapidly in early June and maintaining 
this high level through to late August (fig. 12). Sightings are scarce by late September and rare in October, 
our latest being at Prescot Reservoirs on 16 October 2008. The flight season has been increasing in both 
autumn and spring: the average last sighting during 1987-2012 came on 9 September but was a full 1� 
days later during 2000-2012, suggesting that the species’ flight season has been extended by more than 
three weeks (fig. 13). The average flight season of Common Blue Damselflies since 2000 has been 130 
days.

Figure 12. Number of records of Common Blue Damselflies 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1987-2013, by fortnight.
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Male Common Blue Damselfly, 
Mere Sands Wood. 
(Phil Smith)
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Figure 13. Dates of first emergence of Common Blue Damselflies in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 
1987-2013. (Day 100 = 10 April; day 150 = 30 May; day 200 = 19 July; day 250 = 7 September)

Abundance
Common Blue Damselflies are frequently the most abundant species wherever they occur. Counts of 
50 or more have been recorded on 30 sites in Lancashire & North Merseyside and of 100 or more on 
13. Bearing in mind the difficulty of accurately assessing numbers of what can be a mobile ‘swarming’ 
species, the highest counts have been 800 at Brockholes Wetland on 18 July 201� and �00 at Freeman’s 
Pools, Aldcliffe on 16 June 2011, while 200 were at Mere Sands Wood on 1 June 2008, Middleton Nature 
Reserve on 11 July 2009 and Stephen Park in the Gisburn Forest on 26 July 201�. Counts of over 100 have 
also been made at Myers Allotment (away from any waterbody), Formby Hall Golf Course, Wheel Lane in 
Pilling, Nuck’s Wood in Holmeswood, Fleetwood Marsh Nature Park and Altcar Rifle Ranges.

Female Common Blue Damselfly, 
Birkdale 
(Phil Smith)
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RED-EYED DAMSELFLY Erythromma najas

Status, habitat and distribution
The Red-eyed Damselfly is most common in southern and south-eastern England and there are only two 
known sites in our region: at Paddock and Leg o’ Mutton Dams in Eccleston, St. Helens, and just outside 
our boundary on Dog Kennel Pond in Hale, a site which used to be in Lancashire but moved to Cheshire 
in 1974 (fig. 14). Eccleston is the 
species’ most northerly site in 
western Britain but Red-eyed 
Damselflies are found a little 
further north in East Yorkshire.
 This insect favours still 
waters, often eutrophic, with 
abundant vegetation including 
floating leaves, especially 
water-lilies, which males use 
to defend territories and into 
which females oviposit. These 
conditions are far from rare 
in Merseyside and Lancashire 
and it remains something of a 
mystery as to why Red-eyed 
Damselflies have failed to 
extend their range. Perhaps it 
is in part due to temperature 
constraints; the species does 
not occur in Cumbria although 
elsewhere in Europe it is found 
as far north as central Finland 
(Dijkstra & Lewington 2006). 
Perhaps the urban conditions 

Red-eyed Damselflies, mating pair. (Phil Smith)

Leg o’ Mutton Dam, Eccleston, St. Helens (Steve White)
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Figure 14. Distribution of Red-eyed Damselflies 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.

in Eccleston and the close proximity to the Mersey Estuary at Hale may provide favourable 
microclimates.
 The earliest records we have from Eccleston were in 1998 (Smith 1998) but it is almost certain that this 
colony was established some time before that.

Flight period
The earliest record we have from Eccleston was on 7 June 2000 and the latest on 18 July 200� with most 
records occurring in the first half of June. However, what appears to be a remarkably compressed flight 
season is almost certainly an artefact of infrequent monitoring, as nationally this extends from late April 
into early September (Cham et al 2014).

Abundance
All the records from Eccleston Dams involve double-figure counts, the largest being 20 in 1998.
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BLUE-TAILED DAMSELFLY Ischnura elegans

Status, habitat and distribution
The Blue-tailed Damselfly is the most widely distributed of Lancashire’s dragonflies. It has been recorded in 
400 tetrads, 62% of those where any species was found and 42% of the total number of tetrads that make 
up Lancashire & North Merseyside (fig. 15).
 This species inhabits a large range of habitats from garden and farmland ponds and agricultural 
drains to the largest waterbodies, including reservoirs in the east of the county. It is also commonly found 
on all the county’s canals and rivers, although rather sparsely on the upper reaches of the Ribble. It 
tolerates eutrophic and polluted water conditions to a greater degree than any other species – except 
perhaps Brown Hawker – enabling it to colonise sites affected by agricultural run-off where it is regularly the 
only dragonfly species recorded. The only lowland habitat it appears to avoid in Lancashire is saltmarsh; 
although it is reputed to tolerate brackish conditions elsewhere in the country it has, for example, never 
been recorded on the slightly brackish ‘freshwater pool’ at Seaforth, despite being by far the commonest 
species on this reserve.
 Blue-tailed Damselflies have a restricted and rather patchy distribution in the West Pennine Moors, 
and are absent from some seemingly ideal waterbodies whilst not uncommon in apparently identical 
ones nearby.

Figure 15. Distribution of Blue-tailed Damselflies 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.
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Figure 16. Relative frequency of occurrence in 10km squares (proportion of tetrads in which 
any species recorded) of Blue-tailed Damselflies in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013. 

(Dot size from largest to smallest: ≥ 75%; 50-74%; 25-49%; 5-24%)

 Proven or probable breeding records made up 86% of the total with breeding thought possible in 47 
tetrads and presence alone suspected in only five.
 The Blue-tailed Damselfly is essentially a lowland species, being found in just 40 tetrads in upland 
areas, most of these on the upland fringes. Its distribution was heavily concentrated in the western half 
of the county, where it was recorded in more than half of the tetrads where any species was seen in all 
but three 10km squares (fig. 16), although they were also seen fairly frequently in the east to the south of 
the River Ribble. Outside of the county there were also numerous records in Greater Manchester with a 
particularly dense cluster in Wigan.
 Given its apparent ubiquity in the lowlands, it is perhaps unsurprising that there is no evidence of 
any changes to its breeding range in Lancashire for at least �0 years, although its local distribution 
undoubtedly shifts as new sites open up and others disappear.

Flight Period
In favourably warm springs Blue-tailed Damselflies have sometimes emerged in the last week of April – the 
earliest was at Birkdale on 24 April 2011 – but their average first appearance since 1987 has been on 7 
May. There has been a significant change in first emergence dates over the past 20 years, which were six 
days earlier in the 2000s than in the 1990s, no doubt in response to generally warmer early springs.
 The number of records increases sharply during May but then reaches a plateau during June, July 
and August, with very few seen after the first half of September (fig. 17). The average final sighting during 
1987-2012 was 17 September, only a handful having been seen during October – the latest at Foxhill Bank, 
Oswaldtwistle on 23 October 2002. There has been no significant change in the date of final sightings; the 
average flight season lasted 138 days between 2000 and 2012, the longest of any damselfly species.
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Abundance
Being something of a boom-and-bust species, Blue-tailed Damselfly numbers often vary hugely between 
years: at Seaforth, for example, peak counts ranged from five to 600 during 2000-13 and at Brockholes 
between 20 and 200 during 2005-1�.
 Counts of 50 or more came from �2 sites in Lancashire, headed by an estimated 600 at Seaforth on 
2 July 2001 but with 200 or so at Brockholes and West Bradford Bridge Lodge in the Ribble Valley in 2007, 
at Birkdale in 2009 and Longton Brickcroft, Preston in 2010.

Male Blue-tailed Damselfly, Formby (Phil Smith)

Figure 17. Number of records of Blue-tailed Damselflies 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1987-2013, by fortnight.
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Female Blue-tailed Damselflies. Above: rufescens form; below violacea form. (Phil Smith)
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LARGE RED DAMSELFLY Pyrrhosoma nymphula

Status, habitat and distribution
The Large Red Damselfly is found in a wide range of habitats in Lancashire, from small ponds to large 
gravel pits and reservoirs, and also canals, streams and rivers. However, it favours late-successional water-
bodies with dense vegetation and shows a strong preference for acidic conditions, which strongly affects 
its distribution within the county.
 It has been recorded in 235 tetrads in Lancashire & North Merseyside, more than a third of those 
occupied by any dragonfly species, and was thought to be at least possibly breeding in all but 14 of 
these – indicating its largely sedentary nature (fig. 18).
 The breeding range is quite different to those of the ‘blue’ damselflies, being overwhelmingly concen-
trated in central and eastern areas. It is a scarce insect in the western third of the county where it has 
been recorded as probably or proven breeding in only 26 tetrads. In the west there are small clusters of 
breeding sites on drains on the West Lancashire mosslands, in the north on Cockerham and Winmarleigh 
Mosses, and around Heysham and Silverdale. This species is rare in Merseyside where it is largely confined 
to remnant raised bogs and mires in St. Helens and Knowsley and some agricultural areas. Although there 
have been several records of ovipositing females elsewhere, including on the Leeds-Liverpool Canal, 
there is little evidence of any population becoming established for any length of time.

Figure 18. Distribution of Large Red Damselflies 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.
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 It is most common in central Lancashire, eastern parts of the West Pennine Moors and in Rossendale 
north to Burnley; it has a scattered distribution in other areas of east and north Lancashire but is largely 
absent from the higher ground of Bowland and extreme eastern areas. It is one of the most widespread 
dragonfly species in south-east Lancashire, where it is present in almost every ‘dragonfly-tetrad’ (fig. 19).
 Large Red Damselflies are also widespread in neighbouring areas of Greater Manchester where 
they are especially common on lowland raised bogs, a habitat that is far more extensive there than in 
Lancashire.

Figure 19. Relative frequency of occurrence in 10km squares (proportion of tetrads in which any species 
recorded) of Large Red Damselflies in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013. (Dot size from largest 

to smallest: ≥ 75%; 50-74%; 25-49%; 5-24%)

Flight period
Almost always the first species to be seen, our earliest record was at Gait Barrows on 13 April 2010 but 
the first were recorded on average during 1987-2012 on 25 April. There has been a very significant trend 
towards earlier emergence during this period, the average date being eleven days earlier in 2000-12 
compared with 1987-99. However, this apparent change may be a little exaggerated due to a four-year 
gap in records between 1998 and 2001.
 Large Red Damselflies are always the commonest species during the second half of April, their 
numbers increasing in early May and remaining at a similar level until late July, after which they decrease 
sharply (fig. 20). The average final sighting was on 21 August and the latest at Brinscall on 14 September 
2008 and at Bold Heath, on the Cheshire border, on 23 September 1994. Dates of final sightings have not 
changed significantly since 1987; the average flight season since 2000 was 119 days.
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Large Red Damselfly, Downholland Moss (Phil Smith)

Abundance
Large Red Damselflies can sometimes be extremely abundant and counts of 20 or more were received 
from 27 sites. The largest were �00 in Cuerden Valley Park on 28 June 1994, 150 at Cadshaw Clough in 
the West Pennine Moors on 5 July 2009 and Stephen Park in the Gisburn Forest on 13 July 2013, 130 at 
Beacon Fell Country Park on 16 June 1999 and 100 or so in Hurst Grange Park, Preston on 18 May 2010 
and at Grindleton Forest Pond/Levi Well on 6 July 2013. The highest count in Merseyside was 40 at Bold 
Moss on 2 June 2010.
 Totals of 100 or more have been counted on several of the Greater Manchester Mosses, the largest an 
estimated 1100 on 21 May 2012 on Red Moss, Horwich – a site which supports huge numbers annually.

Figure 20. Number of records of Large Red Damselflies 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1987-2013, by fortnight.
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SOUTHERN HAWKER Aeshna cyanea

Status, habitat and distribution
The habitat preferences of the Southern Hawker are quite different from those of our other large dragon-
flies. It tolerates, even prefers, small shallow ponds in shaded conditions, with the result that it is at 
home in woodland and is the large species that most regularly breeds in garden ponds. Its preferred 
habitat therefore contrasts with that of the Common Hawker and the two species have been recorded 
as probably/proven breeding together in only 14 tetrads in the county. Southern Hawkers have been 
judged to be breeding at only seven sites within upland areas.
 Southern Hawkers have been seen in 198 tetrads in Lancashire & North Merseyside, about a third of 
the county’s ‘dragonfly-tetrads’, and have been recorded as at least possibly breeding in 161 (fig. 21). 
Their distribution is overwhelmingly southern with clusters of records in central Fylde and Silverdale but 
otherwise only a handful north of the Ribble Valley. In the south breeding records are mostly confined to 
the western half of the county with loose clusters in central and West Lancashire and scattered sites in 
Merseyside. Further east the species becomes decidedly scarce but is well established on a small number 
of suitable sites.
 The first record we have is from 1940 but Southern Hawkers have been recorded annually since the 
1980s, although it appears that they were not recorded in north Lancashire prior to the 1990s and not in 

Figure 21. Distribution of Southern Hawkers in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.
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east Lancashire before this century. Although this may be at least partly a reflection of reporting bias there 
is some evidence that Southern Hawkers have been extending their county range recently. For example, 
after a first record in the central West Pennine Moors area in 2009, breeding became established by 2011 
and the species is now regarded as relatively common, while Smith (2008) reported increasing numbers 
on the Sefton Coast since 2005. Nationally, Southern Hawkers have been spreading northwards for some 
years in response to climate change (Cham et al. 2014).
 Distribution is rather more solid in some neighbouring areas of Greater Manchester, especially in and 
around Rochdale and in Wigan.

Flight period
The Southern Hawker’s flight season is of typical length for a large dragonfly, averaging 98 days since 
2000 but has shown strong signs of increasing recently, with first dates earlier by eleven days during 2005-
2012 compared with 1998-2004, and final sightings 20 days later.
 On average the first sighting was on 28 June and the last on 3 October with our earliest on 3 June 
1997 and the latest at Lord’s Lot Bog on 2� October 2007. Numbers show a rather steady increase from 
early July with only a moderate peak of records during late August and early September (fig. 22).

Abundance
Breeding sites are often rather small and adult males are extremely territorial, with the result that large 
numbers are rarely seen except on larger or linear waterbodies or soon after a mass emergence. Counts 
of five or more have been received from only eleven Lancashire sites: 18 at Beacon Fell Country Park on 
7 August 1991, 17 on a small pond at Ince Blundell on 24 August 199�, nine on the Bootle stretch of the 
Leeds-Liverpool Canal on19 September 1998, seven at Ainsdale NNR in 1984, six emerging from a garden 
pond near Gawthorpe Hall on 9 June 2011, and five at Acornfield Plantation in Kirkby in 1996, Bank Well 
in 2007, Leighton Moss in 2008 and the Speke Coastal Reserve in 2010. Peter Robinson counted about 60 
exuviae around a Formby garden pond in 2012, with four or five emerging per day.
 Some high counts have been in parts of Greater Manchester, including at two sites in Bolton: 21 at 
Darcy Lever Gravel Pits in 2009 and 14 at Old Vicarage Road in 2007.

Male Southern Hawker, Birkdale (Phil Smith)
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Figure 22. Number of records of Southern Hawkers 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1987-2013, by fortnight.
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Female Southern Hawker, Brockholes Wetland (Steve Young)
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BROWN HAWKER Aeshna grandis

Status, habitat and distribution
The Brown Hawker is the third most widespread of any species in Lancashire & North Merseyside and the 
most commonly distributed of our large dragonflies. It has been recorded in 341 tetrads, more than half of 
all tetrads occupied by any species, and was thought to be at least possibly breeding in 324 (fig. 23).
 This species is not especially fussy about breeding habitat and is found in a wide range of ponds, 
lakes, canals and slow-moving stretches of rivers. It seems relatively insensitive to water quality and 
chemistry, being often found in fairly eutrophic sites together with rather acidic waters in the east, as 
well as the more neutral conditions in the central and western lowlands. However, it is a relatively scarce 
breeder on the Sefton Coast but whether this is due to the moderately alkaline conditions there or other 
habitat features is not clear. Indeed, this relative scarcity in one of the county’s dragonfly hotspots may 
be due to the species’ preference for well-vegetated sites and its greater tolerance of wooded condi-
tions than other species.
 Figure 24 shows that Brown Hawkers were recorded in more than three-quarters of tetrads occupied 
by any dragonfly species in eight 10km squares. It was also recorded in every tetrad in five 10km squares, 
three of them in Chorley and the West Pennine Moors and the others in north-west Preston and St. Helens. 
Site occupancy rates appear to be even higher in neighbouring areas of Greater Manchester, particu-
larly in Wigan.

Figure 23. Distribution of Brown Hawkers 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.
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 Although it is absent from most of the high country north of the Ribble, the Brown Hawker has been 
recorded on 50 or more sites in the uplands and upland fringe areas. The reason for its relative scarcity 
elsewhere, notably in southern areas of West Lancashire and around the Liverpool conurbation are less 
clear. In north Lancashire, where most records are close to the coast, Brown Hawkers are approaching 
the edge of their north-western range.

Flight period
Although our earliest record was on 24 May 2004 at Mere Sands Wood, first emergence is usually much 
later, on average on 18 June during 1989-2012. It is not until the first half of July, however, that Brown 
Hawkers become numerous, peaking in the second half of the month and throughout August, while not 
declining much until the second half of September (fig. 25).
 Their first appearance in spring advanced by six days on average during 2000-12 compared with 
1987-1999 and, similarly, final sightings have occurred twelve days later in autumn. The latest record was 
at Rowley Lake, Burnley on � November 2007, and it is noticeable that in nine of the last 1� years the last 
sightings were in the east of the county. This may be because larvae take longer to mature in the colder 
conditions.

Abundance
Like most other large dragonflies Brown Hawkers are strongly territorial and, despite being so widespread, 
there have been few large counts. Ten or more have been recorded at just 17 sites in Lancashire & North 
Merseyside, the largest by far being 150 at Abbey Lane Pits, Burscough as long ago as 3 July 1988. More 

Figure 24. Relative frequency of occurrence in 10km squares (proportion of tetrads in which any species 
recorded) of Brown Hawkers in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013. (Dot size from largest to 

smallest: ≥ 75%; 50-74%; 25-49%; 5-24%)
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Figure 25. Number of records of Brown Hawkers 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1987-2013, by fortnight.

Female Brown Hawker ovipositing, Brockholes Wetland (Michael Foley)

recent counts have included 54 at Brockholes Wetland on 19 July 2013, 40 at Lomeshaye Marsh, Brierfield 
on 5 August 200�, �0 at Lowerhouse Lodges, Padiham on 4 August 200�, and 20 at Bank Well, Silverdale 
on 20 August 2011 and Bold Moss, St. Helens on 23 July 2011.
 The largest counts received from Grater Manchester were 21 at Darcy Lever Gravel Pits, Bolton in 
2009 and 20 at Dunscar Bridge on 12 July 2007.
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COMMON HAWKER Aeshna juncea

Status, habitat and distribution
In common with the Black Darter, Common Hawkers breed almost exclusively in acidic wetland habitats; 
the two species are generally found together and are often the most widespread species in these areas. 
In most of Lancashire proper this restricts them as a breeding species to areas of blanket bog on the fell 
tops and adjacent water catchments, while in Merseyside they are limited to what little remains of the 
once extensive lowland raised bogs. However, this species is not uncommon around neutral to acidic 
in-bye field ponds at lower altitude (up to 225m asl) in the West Pennine Moors.
 Common Hawkers were recorded in 186 tetrads but were only considered to be at least possibly 
breeding in 146, some 15% of the county’s ‘dragonfly-tetrads’. Over 100 of these were in the eastern 
half of county, together with a few on the western edge of Bowland, and only a handful of sites in the 
lowlands can be considered breeding locations (fig. 26).
 In Merseyside the lowland raised bogs and acidic mires of Bold Moss in St. Helens, Highfield Moss (on 
the border with Greater Manchester in Golborne) and Acornfield Plantation in Kirkby are the only regular 
breeding sites. Although Hall & Smith (1991) reported successful breeding at Ainsdale NNR in 1984 and 
ovipositing females were observed at Birkdale in 2000 and Formby in 2008 (Smith 2008), no breeding 
population has ever become established in the base-rich water of these duneland ponds.
 In north Lancashire the Schwingmoor of Lord’s Lot Bog and raised bogs of Winmarleigh, Cockerham 
and Heysham Mosses provide typical breeding habitat and there are widely scattered records to 
the east. While sightings of ovipositing females are fairly regular in the neutral waters of Heysham and 

Figure 26. Distribution of Common Hawkers in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.
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Middleton Nature Reserves, it is less clear whether 
breeding is regularly successful there.
 Two main areas predominate in the east of 
the county: Common Hawkers are found in almost 
all ‘dragonfly-tetrads’ in the West Pennine Moors 
and north-eastwards towards the Blackburn and 
Burnley areas, while the north-eastern area of 
Bowland also has a high frequency of records 
(fig. 27).

Flight period
Like Black Darters, Common Hawkers are a late-
season species. The average first sighting came 
on 4 July between 1987 and 2012 and there has 
been no discernable change in first emergence 
during that period; our earliest record was at 
Dunsop Bridge on 11 June 2007. Records increase 
quite rapidly in the second half of July and remain 
at roughly the same level through to the first half 
of September before declining fairly rapidly (fig. 
28). The average final sighting also showed no 
significant change during 1987-2012, coming on 
�0 September with the latest at Hurstwood on 26 
October 1999.

Abundance
Common Hawkers are rarely seen in large 
numbers at any one site and counts of five or 
more were received from only 20 sites, two of 

Figure 27. Relative frequency of occurrence in 
10km squares (proportion of tetrads in which 
any species recorded) of Common Hawkers 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013. 
(Dot size from largest to smallest: ≥ 75%; 50-
74%; 25-49%; 5-24%)

Common Hawker, mating pair, 
Grindleton Forest Ponds 

(Trevor Davenport)
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which – Beacon Fell Country Park and Belmont Reservoir – reported several double-figure counts. The 
largest were 46 at Beacon Fell on 2� July 1994, 15 at Belmont Reservoir on 1 September 2002, 14 on 
Anglezarke Moor on 20 September 2009, twelve at Grindleton Forest Pond/Levi Well in September 2013, 
and ten on Bold Moss on 1 September 2002 and at Swinden Reservoir on 17 July 2006.
 Nineteen were on Highfield Moss, a site most of which is in Wigan, on 3 September 1999, while the 
only other large count received in Greater Manchester was of 15 on Astley Moss. However, it seems likely 
that these figures significantly downplay the numbers likely to be present on the remnant and restored 
lowland raised bogs of Wigan, Salford and Bolton.

Figure 28. Number of records of Common Hawkers 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1987-2013, by fortnight.
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Female Common Hawker, Seaforth Nature Reserve (Steve Young)
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MIGRANT HAWKER Aeshna mixta

Status, habitat and distribution
The first Lancashire records were in 1988 at both Mere Sands Wood and Heysham/Middleton NRs but no 
more were seen until two on the Leeds-Liverpool Canal at Aintree in September 1994 and on Bold Moss, 
St. Helens sometime in 1996.
 The earliest indication of breeding was an ovipositing female at Mere Sands Wood in September 
1996 but eight were present on Bold Moss on 25 August 1997 and were assumed to have emerged there. 
By 1999 Migrant Hawkers had been recorded at a further eleven sites over a wide area, including Marton 
Mere and Leighton Moss (fig. 29).
 Their distribution increased further during 2000-2005, mainly by spreading in the vicinity of previously-
recorded areas but with a notable expansion in north Fylde, the Lancaster Canal and along the middle 
stretches of the Ribble. The first two records in the east of the county were at New Laithe Farm, Newton-
in-Bowland on 19 August 2002 and Cross of Greet Quarry on 17 August 2005. Smith (2008) noted his first 
sighting on the Sefton Coast in 2000, the species becoming abundant there by 200�.
 The range of Migrant Hawkers more or less doubled after 2006 to reach its current extent of 174 
recorded tetrads, more than a quarter of the county total, by 2013. In the space of little more than 
20 years the species’ status had changed from major rarity to our tenth most widespread species (fig. 
30). However, its highly mobile character makes it difficult to identify settled breeding sites; proven or 
probable breeding has only been recorded in 94 tetrads but it is likely that it has occurred, at least 
temporarily, in a large proportion of another 56 tetrads in which breeding was thought possible.
 Migrant Hawkers avoid acidic waters and require relatively warm conditions which fairly strictly limits 
their distribution to Lancashire’s lowlands. They remain almost entirely confined to the western half of 
the county; breeding sites north of the Ribble are almost all on or fairly near to the coast. However, in 
Merseyside and West and central Lancashire this species is found much further inland. Breeding has 
not yet been proven at any site in the east of the county away from the Ribble, having been reported 
as probable only at Alston Wetland/Reservoirs and Waddington Fell Quarry. It was first recorded in the 
central West Pennine Moors in 2007 and remains very rare in this area.

Migrant Hawker pair, Birkdale (Phil Smith)
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Flight period
First emergence occurred on average on �1 July between 1998 and 2012, coming 14 days earlier in 
2005-2012 compared with 1998-2004. Migrant Hawkers remain an essentially late summer/early autumn 
species, records peaking in the first half of September (fig. 31). The earliest was recorded at Prescot 
Reservoirs on 5 July 2009 with another at Otterspool, south Liverpool the following day.
 Dates of last sightings have come later by twelve days in 2005-2012 compared with 1998-2004 – on 
average on 27 October, our latest being at Leighton Moss on 19 November 2011. The flight season has 
averaged 91 days since 2000.

Abundance
Double-figure counts of Migrant Hawkers are made fairly frequently, having been received from 21 sites. 
The largest have been 67 at Middleton Nature Reserve on 10 September 2006, 49 at Leighton Moss on 22 
September 2007, 45 at Marton Mere on 12 September 2003, 34 at Marshside on 10 September 2009, 32 at 
Nuck’s Wood, Holmeswood on 7 September 2006 and �0 at Haweswater on 21 August 2008.

Figure 29. First records of Migrant Hawkers in Lancashire & North 
Merseyside. (Red dots 1994-2000; blue 2001-2005; green 2006-2013.
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Figure 30. Distribution of Migrant Hawkers 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.
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Figure 31. Number of records of Migrant Hawkers 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1994-2013, by fortnight.

Male Migrant Hawker, Leighton Moss (Mike Malpass)
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EMPEROR DRAGONFLY Anax imperator

Status, habitat and distribution
Our first record was of a female ovipositing on the West End Pond at Ainsdale National Nature Reserve in 
1976 and it appears that breeding quickly became established there with records in every subsequent 
year until 1989 (Smith 2008) and a peak count of 40 adults in 198�. Singles were seen elsewhere in the 
west at Marton Mere in July 1977, Formby Golf Course in July 1984 and Hesketh Golf Course in July 1985. 
Singles were first reported in the east of the county in 1988 at Bradford Fell and Greenbridge Lodges but 
the records appear to have been unverified (fig. 32).
 We then have a gap in our records until one at Mawdesley Quarry, Chorley in 1992, followed by 
singles at Middleton in 1995 and Withnell Fold the next year. It seems that breeding became established 
at Heysham/Middleton by 1997 and at Mere Sands Wood and Cuerden Valley Park by 1998. By the turn 
of the century, Emperors had consolidated their range throughout North Merseyside, West Lancashire, 
the Fylde and some areas of central Lancashire. The first confirmed records in the east of the county were 
at Belmont Reservoir and Cliviger Fish Ponds in 2000 but there is no evidence that they became estab-
lished quickly at either site and the first breeding in the east probably took place on the Grindleton Forest 
Pond/Levi Well in the early 2000s and at Belmont by 2006.

Figure 32. First records of Emperor Dragonflies in Lancashire & North Merseyside. 
(Red dots 1976-1990; blue 1991-2000; green 2001-2005; yellow 2006-2013).
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 Emperors will colonise most still-water habitats and canals but favour those with plenty of emergent 
and aquatic vegetation on which eggs are laid. Such sites are common throughout Lancashire but the 
Emperor’s breeding distribution remains heavily concentrated in the south-west quarter of the county 
and is especially widespread in Merseyside (fig. 33). They are now also firmly established in the Fylde, in 
the north in the Heysham and Silverdale areas, and in parts of central and east Lancashire but remain 
absent in the uplands.
 They have been recorded in 216 tetrads but breeding has been proven or thought probable in 
only around 60% of these. Although there are also large numbers of sites where breeding was thought 
possible, given the species’ predilection for seeking out new sites without becoming established there, it 
seems likely that a figure of 115 breeding tetrads is more reasonable.
 The species is widespread in neighbouring areas of Greater Manchester where its distribution is more 
or less continuous in Wigan.

Figure 33. Distribution of Emperor Dragonflies 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013
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Flight period
Our earliest record was at Middleton Nature Reserve on 6 May 2004 but emergence during May is very 
unusual and a rather sudden spurt of sightings occurs in the first half of June (fig. 34). Numbers peak during 
July and decline fairly quickly from mid-August, Emperors becoming scarce by early September.
 First emergence has become earlier – by 16 days during 2004-2012 compared with 1995-2003 – but 
this may be in part an artefact of the increased number of records. Over the same period final sightings, 
the latest of which was at Marshside on 14 October 2006, have come on average 14 days later; the 
average flight period since 2000 is 107 days.

Abundance
Although more than 80 counts of ten or more have been recorded these have come a mere 16 sites, ten 
of which were in Merseyside and four in southern Fylde, plus Brockholes Wetland and Middleton Nature 
Reserve. This confirms Merseyside and coastal Fylde and north Lancashire as the species’ stronghold. 
The largest counts were 67 on the Leeds-Liverpool Canal in the Rimrose Valley, Sefton on 17 July 2006, 
44 at Middleton on 10 June 2007, 40 at Ainsdale in July 1983, 28 on Bold Moss on 10 June 2006 and 24 at 
Brockholes on 19 July 201�.

Figure 34. Number of records of Emperor Dragonflies 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1987-2013, by fortnight.
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Female Emperor Dragonfly eating Common Darter, 
Seaforth Nature Reserve (Phil Smith)

Male Emperor Dragonfly in flight, Seaforth Nature Reserve (Steve Young)
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LESSER EMPEROR Anax parthenope

This southern species has been extending its range northwards after it was first recorded in Britain in 
Gloucestershire in 1996. The first for Lancashire followed not long afterwards, a male at Middleton Nature 
Reserve on 2� July 2001 but it was a further four years before the next was found, another male, on Barrow 
Lodges, Clitheroe on 11 July 2005.
 The following year produced the first of a series of records at Brockholes Wetland with one at least on 
24-�0 June and again on 21-27 July and at least two on 22 July. The species was seen at the same site on 
29 July and 5-9 August 2007. None was recorded during 2008 but singles appeared again on �0 June to 6 
July 2009 and 10 July 2010. This consistent series of records is strongly suggestive of breeding at Brockholes 
but all records were of males and this was never proven.
 Male Lesser Emperors have also appeared at two additional sites: at Sands Lake, Ainsdale on 15-21 
July 2006 (Smith 2008) and Seaforth on 5 August 2008 (fig. 35). None has been recorded in the county 
since 2010 but as the climate warms it is surely only a matter of time before they colonise Lancashire as 
they have begun to do in southern Britain.

Figure 35. All records of Lesser Emperors 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 2001-2013.

Male Lesser Emperor, Barrow Lodges, 
Clitheroe, July 2005. (Mark Breaks)

HAIRY DRAGONFLY Brachytron pratense
The national dragonfly atlas (Cham et al 2014) has a dot on the map for SD41 but, although possible 
sightings were reported at Mere Sands Wood ten years or so ago and at Martin Mere and Hawes Water 
in 2012, no record of this species has yet been confirmed in Lancashire and North Merseyside.
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GOLDEN-RINGED DRAGONFLY Cordulegaster boltonii

Status, habitat and distribution
The Golden-ringed Dragonfly is unique in a number of ways. Its breeding habitat in Lancashire is entirely 
confined to acidic upland streams in areas of blanket bog and moorland heath, in which the larvae 
must survive extremes of temperature and fast-flowing water in winter. Females use their long ovipos-
itors to bury their eggs deep in the stream bed to avoid them being washed away; similarly, the larvae 
partially bury themselves in the stream bed, waiting for prey to come to them. These are some of our least 
productive waters and the larvae may take as much as five years to mature and emerge – although this 
has not been studied in Lancashire.
 Adult behaviour is also constrained by habitat conditions; they patrol quite lengthy sections of their 
natal or other streams but also feed over adjacent areas of moorland and may occasionally wander 
some distance.
 We have records of Golden-ringed Dragonflies in 69 tetrads but there appears to have been a 
marked shrinkage of their range in recent decades with records from just 49 tetrads since 2000. The 
species appears to have been lost from parts of north Lancashire. However, due to the often remoteness 
of its habitat it is not clear whether this might simply be ‘an absence of records’ rather than ‘a record of 

Figure 36. Distribution of Golden-ringed Dragonflies 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013
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absence’. It is likely that Golden-ringed Dragonflies are present throughout much of the northern uplands, 
breeding on the numerous streams, most of which are rarely surveyed.
 Nonetheless, it appears that the core area of the Golden-ringed Dragonfly is currently in eastern 
Bowland, from where most of the proven and probable breeding records have come during the twenty-
first century (fig. 36). The distinction between proven, probable and possible breeding is particularly 
difficult to make for this species.
 Despite extensive survey efforts, particularly during the breeding bird atlas survey of 2008-2011, 
there is no evidence for the species having been established on the West or South Pennine Moors within 
living memory. However, the origins of five records there or nearby are difficult to explain. These were 
in the West Pennines at Slate Brook in the Delph Reservoir area on 1� September 1987 and at Rivington 
Reservoirs on 11 July 1995, in Rossendale near Shawforth sometime in 1992 and in a Bacup garden on 
1 September 199�, and on a garden stream on the county border of Rivington and Horwich on 29 July 
2006.

Figure 37. Number of records of Golden-ringed Dragonflies 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 2000-2013, by fortnight.
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Flight period
Records are too patchy to be able to calculate realistic average first and last dates or to tell if these have 
changed over time. Our earliest record was at Forge Weir on the River Lune on 28 May 1987 and the 
latest at Slate Brook in the West Pennine Moors on 13 September in the same year. However, both these 
sites are outside the current range within which the earliest since 2000 was at Tarnbrook on 8 June 2006 
and the latest in the Langden Valley on 16 August 2005. Figure �7 shows the number of records received 
during 2000-12 from Bowland, indicating first emergence in mid- to late June with numbers peaking in July 
before fading away in the second half of August.

Abundance
Most records have been of low single figures, the only exceptions being twelve at the Langden Intake on 
25 June 200� and eleven at Cross of Greet on 2 July 2011.
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Golden-ringed Dragonflies, Cross of Greet (Barry Dyson)

BROAD-BODIED CHASER Libellula depressa

Status, habitat and distribution
We have records from only five sites during the 1980s, at White Coppice, Lord’s Lot Bog, Mere Sands 
Wood and the Ainsdale and Formby dunes. All were single adults and, given their very wide geographical 
scatter, it is possible that they represented the initial tentative stages of colonisation. However, it seems 
likely that this process may have been going on for a while as the species quickly became firmly estab-
lished in the early 1990s. The first multiple record was of four at Mawdesley Quarry in July 1990 and the first 
proven breeding attempt a female ovipositing at Seaforth in 1992. Heysham’s first published record was 
in 1994 and by the following year a number of sites in Sefton had been colonised (Smith 2008).
 By 2000 Broad-bodied Chasers had appeared throughout much of the county with several records 
in the Burnley area. However, the earliest records in the Fylde occurred as late as 2004 at Myerscough 
Quarry. The species was first recorded in the West Pennine Moors in 2003 at Belmont Reservoir, becoming 
a quite common breeding species there by 2005. The main expansion, however, has taken place since 
2005 (fig. 38).
 The species does breed in a variety of still-water habitats but favours those with little aquatic 
vegetation. It is, therefore, very much a species of early-successional ponds and, since these habitats are 
often rather ephemeral, it is a great wanderer – accounting for its seemingly rather unfocussed coloni-
sation of the county.
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Figure 38. First records of Broad-bodied Chasers in Lancashire & North Merseyside. 
(Red dots ≤ 1995; blue 1996-2000; green 2001-2005; yellow 2006-2013).

By 2013 Broad-bodied Chasers had been recorded in 155 tetrads – a little under a quarter of those 
occupied by any species in Lancashire – and was thought likely to have at least attempted to breed in 
the overwhelming majority (fig. 39). Its distribution is therefore best described as widespread but rather 
sparse. This is essentially an insect of the lowlands although it has been recorded in 27 tetrads in, or more 
usually on the fringes of, the uplands, and is known to have bred at several such sites. Perhaps a lack of 
suitable early successional habitat rather than altitude is the main reason for this relative absence.
 The species is most common in North Merseyside, especially in a large swathe of sites between south 
Liverpool, Knowsley and St. Helens, and on the Sefton Coast from Seaforth to Southport. There are several 
smaller clusters of occupied sites in Lancashire: in the Chorley, Belmont and Burnley areas, in the Ribble 
Valley around Preston, and at Heysham and Silverdale.
 Broad-bodied Chasers are widespread in neighbouring areas of Greater Manchester, especially in 
Wigan and Bolton.

Flight period
The Broad-bodied Chaser is the second earliest of our large dragonflies to emerge in spring, its average 
first sighting being on 19 May between 1998 and 2012; the earliest was at Seaforth on 28 April 2011. There 
is no indication that first dates have changed in the past 15 years but final sightings came 19 days later 
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during 2005-2012, on average on 29 July and with the latest at Priory Meadows, Preston on 26 August 
2012. Their flight season has averaged 74 days since 2000 but has been as long as 99 days in 2012.
 The number of records rises quickly in the second half of May and peaks in the first fortnight of June, 
remaining high through to early July before falling rapidly (fig. 40)

Abundance
Males are extremely territorial and aggressive. This, combined with their preference for relatively small 
sites, means that most records are of low single figures; higher numbers have only been recorded on 
large sites or those supporting multiple ponds. Counts of five or more have been recorded from 23 
sites and of ten or more from just eleven. The largest was an impressive 56 away from water at Butterfly 
Conservation’s Myers Allotment in Silverdale on 4 May 2011, followed by 20 near Belmont on 9 June 2007, 
18 at Birkdale Green Beach on 30 May 2010 and 17 at Bold Moss on 13 June 2003. The largest count from 
Greater Manchester was 21 at Darcy Lever Gravel Pits, Bolton in 2009.

Figure 39. Distribution of Broad-bodied Chasers 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.
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Figure 40. Number of records of Four-spotted Chasers 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1987-2013, by fortnight.
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FOUR-SPOTTED CHASER Libellula quadrimaculata

Status, habitat and distribution
The habitat preferences and consequently the breeding range of the Four-spotted Chaser bear striking 
resemblances to those of the Emperor Dragonfly. The former species is, however, rather less widespread 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside. It has been recorded in 159 tetrads, a quarter of the total in which any 
species has occurred. (fig. 41).
 There was evidence of definite or probable breeding in 104 of these with breeding thought possible 
in a further 47 tetrads. So, despite the Four-spotted Chaser’s known propensity to wander in search of 
new sites, breeding has been thought at least possible on almost all sites where it has been recorded.
 We have little or no evidence of any substantial change in the Lancashire range of Four-spotted 
Chasers over the past �0 or so years; their distribution is currently essentially similar to that of the late 
1980s, although many more sites have contributed records in recent years. Proven or probable breeding 
has occurred in only 14 tetrads in the eastern half of the county, most of these in the Ribble Valley 
and the West Pennine Moors. The remainder are found throughout the region but with the greatest 
concentrations in St. Helens, the Sefton Coast, south Fylde, Heysham and Silverdale. In addition to these 
areas, the species also occurs in more than half of all ‘dragonfly-tetrads’ in three 10km squares in central 
Lancashire.

Figure 41. Distribution of Four-spotted Chasers in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.
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 It is clear from figure 41 that the distribution of Four-spotted Chasers in neighbouring areas of Greater 
Manchester is more solid than in Lancashire, particularly on the Wigan Flashes and the lowland raised 
bogs of Bolton, Wigan and Salford.

Flight period
The Four-spotted Chaser is our first large dragonfly to appear in spring and the earliest to disappear in 
autumn, so despite its early first appearance, its flight season of 95 days this century is similar in length to 
other large species. First dates during 2000-2012 were eleven days earlier than in 1987-1999.
 Average first and last dates between 1987 and 2013 have been 11 May and 9 August respectively, 
numbers peaking during June and July, followed by a rapid fall in early August (fig. 42). Our earliest 
record was at Birkdale on 24 April 2011 and the latest at Heysham on 11 September 1998.

0

50

100

150

200

250

N
um

be
r o

f r
ec

or
d

s

Month (Fortnight)

Four-spotted Chaser

Figure 42. Number of records of Four-spotted Chasers 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1987-2013, by fortnight.

Abundance
Males are highly territorial and attempt to defend large areas, with the result that numbers on small 
waterbodies in the county rarely get beyond low single figures. At larger sites, however, double-figure 
counts are not unusual and higher numbers have occasionally been recorded. We have 161 records 
of ten or more being seen but these have come from just 2� sites, with the vast majority from only half a 
dozen areas: Ainsdale/Birkdale, Bold Moss, Mere Sands Wood, Cuerden Valley Park, Brockholes Wetland, 
Leighton Moss, Heysham and Middleton. The latter site is by far the most important in the county for this 
species.
 The largest counts have been 200 at Middleton Nature Reserve on 26 June 2005, Heysham Nature 
Reserve on 16 June 2003 and Brockholes on 30 June 2006, 87 on Bold Moss on 7 June 2003, 77 at Birkdale 
on 16 June 2000 and 38 at Mere Sands Wood on 7 June 2006. The highest count submitted from Greater 
Manchester was 114 at Red Moss, Horwich on 14 June 2009.
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Four-spotted Chaser, Ainsdale (Dave Hardaker)

Four-spotted Chaser, Brockholes Wetland. (Mike Foley)
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BLACK-TAILED SKIMMER Orthetrum cancellatum

Status, habitat and distribution
The Black-tailed Skimmer has been extending its range northwards in Britain for 50 years or more, largely 
no doubt in response to climate change but also due to the opening up of new habitats, especially 
gravel pits. The species favours, usually large, open water bodies with areas of bare shoreline where 
males bask and establish territories.
 It was first recorded in Lancashire at Mere Sands Wood on 24 June 1997 and at nearby Platt’s Lane 
Pits, Burscough on 20 July the same year (Smith 1998a). Both males and females were present and it 
seems likely that they bred from the start; they have been established there ever since.
 By 1999 the species had leapfrogged to Middleton Industrial estate with a male seen in August. 
The following year produced records as far apart as Walverden Reservoir in Nelson and Bold Moss in St. 
Helens, with more first sightings over the next three years at Heysham Nature Reserve, Whitehill Road, Peel 
and Myerscough Quarry in the Fylde (Walsh 2004), Brockholes Quarry, Martin Mere, the Birkdale dunes 
(Smith 2008) and Princes Park in south Liverpool. This rapid colonisation was probably driven by successive 
waves of immigration as much as spread from the originally-occupied sites (fig. 43).
 Successful breeding seems to have taken place at many of the above sites during the first year 
of occupancy. At Mere Sands Wood double figures were seen regularly by 1999, while at Bold Moss 

Figure 43. First records of Black-tailed Skimmers in Lancashire & North 
Merseyside. (Red dots 1997-2000; blue 2001-2005; green 2006-2013).
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a record of one ovipositing female in 2000 was followed by counts of �0 males the next year. Likewise 
counts went from ones and twos at Middleton in 2001 to double figures by 2003.
 By 2005 Black-tailed Skimmers had been seen on 2� sites, including four in the east of the county, and 
had become established on at least half of these. A further �0 or more sites had recorded the species 
by 2013 although it appears that the rate of colonisation has slowed in the past few years – perhaps the 
majority of suitable waterbodies in Lancashire & North Merseyside have now been occupied.
 Since the early days Black-tailed Skimmers have been recorded in 71 tetrads and are thought to 
have at least possibly bred in 62 of them, although breeding has only been proven in about half. Their 
distribution is highly fragmented, the species being almost entirely confined to the lowlands in the western 
half of the county but with a handful of sites in upland fringe areas. Breeding sites are mainly clustered in 
a small number of areas: West Lancashire around Rufford and Burscough, the Sefton Coast, St. Helens, 
Marton Mere, Heysham, Leighton Moss and a more disparate region to the east of Preston (fig. 44).
 Some neighbouring areas in Greater Manchester are especially densely occupied, especially in 
Wigan where the Wigan and Pennington Flashes provide ideal habitat.

Figure 44. Distribution of Black-tailed Skimmers 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1997-2013.
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Flight Period
The Black-tailed Skimmer has the shortest season on the wing of all our large dragonflies, the first appearing 
on average on 10 June during 1997-201� and the latest on 19 August, with an average season of just 72 
days in the 21st century.
 Our earliest record was on 29 May 2007 at Martin Mere and the latest at Otterspool, south Liverpool on 
19 September 2011. First emergence has moved forward on average by eleven days since the 1990s but 
varied by up to 25 days between years over the whole period, probably largely in response to variable 
spring temperatures. This earlier emergence is perhaps largely an artefact of the increasing spread and 
size of the population. Final sighting dates have been unchanged since 1997.
 There have only been five May records but numbers increase rapidly during June and peak in early 
July, before declining equally rapidly during August; insects have been seen on just four occasions in 
September (fig. 45).

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

N
um

be
r o

f r
ec

or
d

s

Month (Fortnight)

Black-Tailed Skimmer

Figure 45. Number of records of Black-tailed Skimmers 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1997-2013, by fortnight.

Male Black-tailed Simmer, Middleton Nature Reserve (Mike Malpass)
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Abundance
Counts of ten or more were received from 16 sites in Lancashire, the largest 33 at Bold Moss on 1 July 
2006, 32 at Middleton Nature Reserve on 4 July 2006, 30 at Brockholes on 30 June 2006 and 24 at Prescot 
Reservoirs on 29 June 2009. Although this concentration of higher counts in 2006 may suggest that 
numbers are declining, it is equally plausible that this was a particularly good year.

Female Black-tailed Skimmer with male Common Blue Damselfly, Mere Sands Wood (Phil Smith)

KEELED SKIMMER Orthetrum coerulescens
The Keeled Skimmer became the latest species to be added to the Lancashire list when Allen Holmes 
found and photographed a male on the Grindleton Forest Pond/Levi Well on 8 August 201�. Unfortunately, 
it had disappeared the following day.
 This is a species of bogs and mires in 
western areas and parts of southern Britain 
where it is found on moorland heaths 
and bogs, often in areas frequented by 
Golden-ringed Dragonflies. Unlike the 
latter, it favours pools and flushes but 
is also found on small streams. Keeled 
Skimmer populations are found in both 
North Wales and Cumbria, so it is perhaps 
surprising that it has not been recorded 
previously in Lancashire, with the county 
being well-endowed with apparently 
suitable moorland habitat.
 The origins of the Grindleton insect 
are unknown but it occurred only three 
weeks after one had been found at Spurn 
Point in Yorkshire on 16 July. A further three 
were found in Yorkshire during this period 
so it is possible that the Lancashire record 
was part of a widespread dispersal. Male Keeled Skimmer, Grindleton Forest, August 2013. 

(Allen Holmes)
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BLACK DARTER Sympetrum danae

Status, habitat and distribution
The Black Darter’s breeding habitat is acidic, usually shallow, well-vegetated moorland pools and 
ditches, reservoir margins and less acidic field ponds on upland in-bye land. Large areas of Lancashire 
are covered with acidic blanket bog which ought in principle to be suitable, yet the Black Darter’s distri-
bution appears remarkably sparse and patchy in the county’s uplands, largely due presumably to a lack 
of suitable wetlands (fig. 46). However, wandering insects, predominantly males, are commonly seen on 
moorland away from any waterbody, and it is likely that their actual distribution is significantly wider than 
indicated.
 The species was recorded in 110 tetrads, around 17% of those occupied by any dragonfly species 
but was thought to be at least possibly breeding in only 67 of these, almost 45% of which were in the West 
Pennine Moors which make up by far the county’s most important area. There are much smaller clusters 
of breeding squares in the Heysham area and in eastern Bowland but other sites are widely scattered.
 Away from the uplands, regularly-breeding Black Darters are almost entirely confined to bogs: in 
North Merseyside at Bold and Highfield Mosses in St. Helens, Winmarleigh and Cockerham Mosses in north 
Fylde, and Lord’s Lot Bog and the Heysham area in north Lancashire. In Greater Manchester the restored 
lowland raised bogs of Salford, Wigan and Bolton also support regularly-breeding populations.

Figure 46. Distribution of Black Darters in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.
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 In some years, usually in late summer, adults can disperse long distances and may appear in 
atypical habitat, especially along the coast up to �0km from the nearest breeding site. Smith (1998b; 
2008) described several such influxes to the Sefton Coast, including one in 1995 when eleven males were 
recorded, coinciding with movements of another eruptive species, the Yellow-winged Darter. Although 
most extra-limital 
sightings have been 
of males, two females 
and an ovipositing 
pair were seen with 
a total of 2� adults at 
Birkdale in September 
2004. Two pairs were 
also recorded in the 
coastal dunes in 2008 
(Smith 2008), though 
breeding was not 
confirmed, presumably 
due to unsuitable 
water chemistry. The 
Black Darter is also 
occasionally seen on 
the Fylde Coast, for 
example at Heron’s 
Reach Golf Course and 
Westby Brick Pits (Walsh, 
2004).

Flight Period
Black Darters are a late emerging species, only Migrant Hawkers being later. The mean earliest date 
during 1995-2012 was 28 July but there have been a few records in late June and early July. Perhaps 
surprisingly, the earliest record was away from the core breeding area, at Ainsdale on 2� June 2007, with 
the only other record in that month at Heysham Moss on 30 June 2008; both were perhaps migrants from 
further afield.

Figure 47. Number of records of Black Darters 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1995-2013, by fortnight.
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Male Black Darter, Gridleton Forest Pond/Levi Well (Meurig Garbutt)
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YELLOW-WINGED DARTER Sympetrum flaveolum

Status, habitat and distribution
Yellow-winged Darters occasionally occur as migrants in Britain in quite large numbers, often exhibiting 
breeding behaviour and occasionally becoming established on a small number of sites – but never for 
more than a year or so. In Lancashire copulating pairs and ovipositing females have been observed 
during all three recent national invasion years but none is known to have emerged subsequently.
 One was reported at Heysham to the British Dragonfly Society sometime in 1988 but no further details 
are known. Similarly, little is known about one claimed at Brinscall on 21 August 1996; this was not an 
invasion year, no others being reported nationally. The national atlas (Cham et al 2014) maps ‘losses’ 

Male Yellow-winged Darter, Aldcliffe Marsh, July 2006 

 The main emergence generally begins during August with numbers gradually increasing to reach 
a peak in September before falling rapidly after the first fortnight of October (fig. 47). The average final 
sighting since 1995 was � October and the latest record at Heysham Nature Reserve on 2� October 1998. 
There has been no change in the timing of either emergence or final sightings since 1995, suggesting that 
climate change has had little impact on this species’ phenology.

Abundance
Single-figure counts are the norm at the majority of sites, ten or more having only been recorded from 16. 
However, on occasion much larger numbers have been seen, principally in the West Pennine Moors and 
eastern Bowland. Chief among them were 600 on Aushaw Moss on 4 September 2010, 280 on Anglezarke 
Moor on 20 September 2009, and 100 at Belmont Reservoir on 3 September 2000 and on the Grindleton 
Forest Pond/Levi Well on 25 August 2013. The largest counts in North Merseyside have been 23 at Birkdale 
on 9 September 2004 and 20 on Bold Moss on 3 September 2000.
 Restored raised bog sites in neighbouring areas of Greater Manchester regularly record three-figure 
counts, for example 200+ at Cadishead Moss in July 2009 and Twelve Yards Road in September 2010 
(both in Salford). However, these were eclipsed by the numbers seen at Red Moss in Horwich, where a 
massive ��96, including at least 50 pairs and ovipositing females, were recorded on 14 August 2012 on 
a transect count which covered only part of the site (K Haydock & J Mills pers. comm.). The observers 
calculated that they counted less than a quarter of the insects present, and noted that vast numbers 
were being consumed by marauding gulls.
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since 2000 in SJ�9, SD61 and SD6� but none of the records to which these presumably refer is known to 
have been documented.
 Our first dated record was of eleven males on 3 August 1995 on the Birkdale Dunes, where at least 
one persisted until 15 August. One was found at Heysham the following day and one or two were present 
there until the 14th and again (possibly new arrivals) from the 19th to 21st. Also on 5 August six males and 
an ovipositing female were found on the Lytham St. Anne’s Nature Reserve, another sand-dune site, with 
up to three present daily until the last on 7 September. The only other records that year were a male on a 
dune scrape near Lifeboat Road, Formby on 8 August and one at Over Kellet sometime during August.
 The next confirmed sighting was of two males on 6 August 1999 at Middleton Nature Reserve, where 
at least one male was still present on the 21st. Three males at Birkdale on 12 August were the only others 
seen in 1999.
 In 2006 there was simultaneous arrival at Middleton Nature Reserve and Aldcliffe Marsh on 26 July. 
The single Middleton male remained until 29 July but numbers at Aldcliffe increased from an initial two to 
at least 20 on the 29th with copulating pairs seen on at least the 28th and 29th; a minimum of two were 
still there on 7 September. Once again Birkdale provided the only other record, a long-staying male from 
30 July to 24 August (fig. 48).
 None has been seen in Lancashire since.

Figure 48. All records of Yellow-winged Darters 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1995-2013.
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RED-VEINED DARTER Sympetrum fonscolombii

Status, habitat and distribution
The Red-veined Darter began arriving in Britain as a migrant with increased regularity from the 1980s but 
it was not until 2000 that the first were seen in Lancashire, when two males were present at Middleton 
Nature Reserve from 30 June to 27 July, while single males appeared at Seaforth on 2-12 July and Mere 
Sands Wood on 21 July. Since then the species has been recorded in 16 tetrads at twelve sites (fig. 49).
 A male was seen at Middleton on 6-7 July the following year and a female was ovipositing there on 
the 16th. This was the first definite evidence of a breeding attempt but it is possible that these 2001 records 
were actually the result of successful breeding in 2000. Breeding became established at Middleton by 
2002 when up to six were seen regularly from 20 June to 26 July, with one or two nearby at Heysham 
Nature Reserve, followed by at least two males and an ovipositing female sporadically from 5 August to 
1 September.
 The Middleton colony flourished until at least 2009 with peak counts of at least ten in 2003, seven 
in 2005 and 2� on 4 July 2006, which may have included some migrants in what was an ‘invasion year’ 
throughout Britain. The 2006 season at Middleton extended from 11 June to 8 August and, since the Red-
veined Darter has the fastest maturing larvae of any British species, it is possible that two generations 
emerged there in that year’s warm weather.

Figure 49. Distribution of Red-veined Darters 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 2000-2013.
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Up to ten were seen regularly in 2009 but records have been much scarcer since, with none seen in 2010, 
peaks of two in 2011 and 2012, and just one in 201�. It is therefore uncertain whether this colony is still 
extant.
 The major national invasion of 2006 brought migrants to several new sites in the county. Up to 14 males 
and one female were seen at Brockholes Wetland between 11 June and 17 September – suggesting 
breeding may have occurred – while singles were at Prescot Reservoirs and nearby Knowsley Safari Park 
on 11-15 June, up to three males at Eccleston Mere on 11 and 17 June and two males at Churn Clough 
Reservoir on 3 July (White 2006). Breeding took place at two further sites. Up to nine were first reported 
at Fleetwood Marsh Nature Park on 5 July 2006 with ten males and four ovipositing females there on 
the 20th with at least two remaining until the 28th. During the same period up to eight males and one 
or two ovipositing females were seen from at least 15 to 26 July on the model boating pond in Crosby 
Coastal Park. None was reported from either Fleetwood or Crosby in 2007 or 2008 so it appears that these 
breeding attempts came to nothing.
 There were no further records anywhere in the county away from Middleton/Heysham until two 
males were at Seaforth on 25 June and 1 July 2009, quickly followed by up to six males and two ovipos-
iting females at Sands Lake, Ainsdale between 2 and 27 July, and two males at Hesketh Golf Course on 
14 July, Alston Wetland the next day and Fleetwood Marsh on 20th. No more were seen until another two 
males at Seaforth on 8-9 July 2012.

Male Red-veined Darter, Crosby Coastal Park, July 2006 (Steve Young)
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RUDDY DARTER Sympetrum sanguineum

Status, habitat and distribution
The Ruddy Darter is the second rarest of our regularly breeding species. Although it has been recorded in 
58 tetrads, breeding has only been proven or thought probable in 19, and on that basis it may actually 
be rarer than the Golden-ringed Dragonfly (fig. 50).
 Sumner (1981) listed a report for 2 August 1979 on Winmarleigh Moss but no details are known; it was 
a cool summer that year and dispersive activity was unlikely. The earliest confirmed records in the county 
were in 1988 at Platt’s Lane Pits in Burscough, Mere Sands Wood and Middleton.
 In Lancashire the species breeds only in still waters, favouring nutrient-rich, well-vegetated and 
sheltered sites, frequently alongside Emerald Damselflies. Both these species overwinter as eggs and are 
adapted to waterbodies that dry out in late summer before the autumn rains. This may go some way 
to explain the prevalence of Ruddy Darters on the Sefton Coast with its seasonal slacks and Natterjack 
Toad scrapes. It is exclusively a lowland species with a range predominantly south of the Ribble. Only five 
probable/proven breeding sites are known north of the Ribble, at Westby Brick Pits in Lytham, Heron’s 
Reach Golf Course in Blackpool, Heysham and Middleton Nature Reserves and Bank Well in Silverdale. 
There has been only one record in the West Pennine Moors, at Belmont Reservoir in 2000.
 The species’ stronghold is on the Sefton Coast in slacks and ponds at Formby, Ainsdale and Birkdale, 
where it has bred regularly since at least the early 1990s. It was first recorded at Ainsdale NNR in July 1989 

Figure 50. Distribution of Ruddy Darters in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1988-2013.
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when the nearest breeding populations were in south Cheshire (Smith 1997). Breeding has taken place 
regularly there since about 1992, this insect being well-established in man-made ponds and scrapes 
along the coastal dunes by 1994. Elsewhere on Merseyside small numbers breed on Bold Moss in St. 
Helens and have probably done so at Marshside, Siding Lane in Rainford, Acornfield Plantation in Kirkby 
and at Homer Green. The four probable/proven breeding sites in West and central Lancashire are Mere 
Sands Wood, Platt’s Lane Pits, Cuerden Valley Park and Preston Junction Local Nature Reserve.
 The picture painted by figure 50, however, almost certainly overstates the current breeding range. 
While the Sefton Coast and Middleton populations appear to be holding up, the position elsewhere is far 
less optimistic. One in August 2011 has been the only record reported since 2010 from Bank Well, where 
it has been suggested that the introduction of goldfish may have had a detrimental impact on the site’s 
dragonfly fauna. Similarly, none has been seen at Heysham since 2007. The Ruddy Darter is categorised 
as of Least Concern in the British and Irish Red Lists but the species is of significant conservation concern 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, its small expansion during the 1990s and early 2000s now apparently 
being reversed. It seems that Ruddy Darters may be undergoing a similar contraction in Cumbria (D 
Clarke pers. comm.).

Flight period
Our earliest record was at Hesketh Golf Course on 22 June 2008 but Ruddy Darters do not begin to 
emerge in any numbers before late July, peaking in the first half of August. Sightings become scarce after 
early September (fig. 51), the latest being on 26 September 2008 at Ainsdale. Records are too patchy to 
draw any conclusions about possible changes in phenology.

Abundance
Double-figure counts have been made at just four sites, on the Sefton Coast at Ainsdale and Birkdale, 
and at Bank Well and Middleton. These have been the county’s core sites and possibly the only ones with 
self-sustaining populations. The largest counts there have been 5� at Ainsdale on 15 August 200�, 55 at 
Birkdale on 30 July 2006, twelve at Middleton on 10 August 1999 and ten at Bank Well on 2 September 
2010.

Figure 51. Number of records of Ruddy Darters in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1988-2013, 
by fortnight.
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Male Ruddy Darter (Trevor Davenport)

Female Ruddy Darter, Birkdale (Phil Smith)
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COMMON DARTER Sympetrum striolatum

Status, habitat and distribution
Our second most widespread species, the Common Darter occurs throughout the county, having been 
recorded in �72 tetrads, almost 60% of those occupied by any species. It is catholic in its choice of 
habitats, from shallow ditches and small ponds to lakes and rivers. This is one of a handful of species 
that frequently colonises early-successional and garden ponds and is likely to be one of the first seen on 
newly-dug sites. In the West Pennine Moors – and possibly other higher altitude sites – it seems to prefer 
waterbodies with stony margins (for basking), avoiding rush-fringed ponds without basking sites. It was 
thought to be at least possibly breeding in all but a dozen or so of the tetrads in which it was recorded.
 Its distribution is heavily concentrated south of the Ribble as far east as Burnley (although largely 
avoiding higher ground), the densest cluster of occupied tetrads being on the Sefton Coast and its 
hinterland. In the Fylde and north Lancashire the vast majority of records are also on the coast or within 5-
10km of it. Elsewhere north of the Ribble, there is little more than a thin scattering of records with very few 
on the Bowland fells (fig. 52). Common Darters are uncommon on the West Pennine Moors up to 260m asl 
and rare at higher altitudes.
 More than 75% of ‘dragonfly-tetrads’ were occupied in 13 10km squares, eight of them in Merseyside 
and the others in West Lancashire, western Fylde and Silverdale, emphasising the species’ predominantly 

Figure 52. Distribution of Common Darters in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013.
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western distribution (fig. 53). (Figure 53 incorrectly shows none recorded in SD67, it should have had a 
small dot.) Unsurprisingly for such a ubiquitous species, our records show no changes in distribution over 
the past three decades.
 Common Darters are also widespread in neighbouring areas of Greater Manchester, particularly in 
Wigan.

Flight period.
The Common Darter has the longest flight season of any of Lancashire’s dragonflies or damselflies, 
averaging 15� days this century. This season increased by a remarkable average of 49 days between 
1985-1999 and 2000-2012 (fig. 54). No doubt, this was to some extent due to an increase in observer 
coverage detecting early and late records, but climate change has almost certainly been the more 
important factor.
 The average first sighting during 1985-1999 was 26 June but since 2000 this has moved forward to 8 
June, more than two weeks earlier. When early June records first began to be noticed some questions 
were raised as to whether insects were being identified correctly. However, this pattern of early 
emergence is now well established. Our earliest record was at Formby on 29 May 2007. There has been 
a corresponding trend in autumn with average last sightings occurring significantly later, on 8 October 
during 1985-99 and 8 November during 2000-12. Common Darters are almost always the only dragonflies 
to be seen in November, our latest being at Brockholes on 27 November 2011 and we eagerly await the 
first December record.

Figure 53. Relative frequency of occurrence in 10km squares (proportion of tetrads in which any species 
recorded) of Common Darters in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013. (Dot size from largest to 

smallest: ≥ 75%; 50-74%; 25-49%; 5-24%)
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 Despite the increasing number of insects being seen in June, early July still marks the start of the main 
emergence with numbers of both records and individuals rising rapidly by the end of the month and 
remaining at a high level to early October (fig. 55).

Abundance
Records of 50 or more were received from 20 sites and of 100 or more from eleven. The largest counts were 
400 at Nuck’s Wood, Holmeswood on 25 August 2000, 300 at Bold Moss on 14 July 2003 and Brockholes 
Wetland on 24 August 2006, 285 at Middleton Nature Reserve on 21 August 2005, 260 at Birkdale Green 
Beach on 15 August 2011, 250 at Heysham Nature Reserve on 7 September 1998, 207 in the Rimrose 
Valley, Sefton on 8 August 1997 and 200 at Seaforth on 9 August 2012. The largest received from Greater 
Manchester was 100 at Darcy Lever Gravel Pits in 2009 but it seems likely that far larger numbers are 
present on other sites in Wigan and Salford.

Figure 54. Dates of first emergence of Common Darters in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013. 
(Day 100 = 10 April; day 150 = 30 May; day 200 = 19 July; day 250 = 7 September)
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Figure 55. Number of records of Common Darters 
in Lancashire & North Merseyside, 1985-2013, by fortnight.
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ORIENTAL SCARLET Crocothemis servilia
Although extremely widespread from parts of the Arabian Peninsular, through tropical Asia to Japan, and 
accidentally introduced into the southern USA, this was never on any Lancashire dragonfly-watcher’s 
radar! Nor do we ever expect to see adults dragonflies in January!
 Mike Watson told the story on his 
blog:
 “Oriental Scarlet Dragonfly 
16 January 2010. Evi surprised me 
yesterday by bringing a dragonfly 
home, which had emerged from a 
tropical fish tank at her workplace 
in Blackburn. It was obviously not a 
European species and now I have 
had a chance to look at it in daylight 
it appears to be an Oriental Scarlet 
(Crocothemis servilia), aka Scarlet 
Skimmer or Ruddy Marsh Skimmer 
- the eastern counterpart of Scarlet 
Darter (Crocothemis erythraea). It is 
a teneral male and the photograph 
below was taken at one day old, 
showing the diagnostic prominent 
black dorsal line, dusky wing tips 
and yellow leading edge to the 
wings. Evi tells me it has probably 
survived by eating baby fish in the 
tank, thereby solving the mystery of 
why they have been disappearing. 
It has most likely been imported 
with some aquatic plants that she bought recently. We are keeping it in a tank at our cottage but are 
not sure how long it will survive without food. I have not got the heart to kill it and wonder if it will survive 
long enough to turn scarlet?”
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The British Dragonfly Society is a registered charity (No. 800196). Membership costs just 
£20 a year.

Becoming a member of the BDS is one 
effective way of helping to conserve 
these amazing insects.

You can join online, by visiting our 
website at www.british-dragonflies.
org.uk or you can join by post, just 
send the form from our website to the 
address given, together with a cheque 
or postal order made payable to the 
British Dragonfly Society. If you prefer 
you can ring the Membership Office 
on 017�� 204286 and we will post you 
a Membership application.

The Lancashire & Cheshire Fauna Society is a registered charity (No. 500685). Membership 
costs just £10 a year and you would have received this publication as part of the 
subscription. 

The Society is in its centenery year and has 
been publishing records and information on 
the fauna of the counties almost annually 
during that time. The Society is run on a totally 
voluntary basis, collecting and disseminating 
data received from individuals and clubs in the 
area. Latterly, most effort has been concerned 
with birds, publishing the annual Lancashire 
Bird Report but also embarking on major 
projects such as two Atlas’s (in conjunction 
with the BTO) and the revised Avifauna: The 
Birds of Lancashire and North Merseyside. 

This publication demonstrates that the Society 
continues to publish information on other 
faunal groups wherever possible.

Please help us to continue in this task by joining. 
Membership is only £10 per annum and you 
get the Lancashire Bird Report posted to you 
soon after publication. If you were a member 
in 2014, this publication would have been also 
included for no extra.

Have a look on the website at www.lacfs.org.uk where you’ll find contact details.




