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Summary 
This document provides a new checklist for the Sepsidae to extend the lists of the diptera of Lancashire and 
Cheshire first published by Kidd and Bindle in 1959.  Overall statistics on recording activity are given by decade 
and hectad.  Checklists are presented for each of the three Watsonian  vice-counties 58, 59, and 60 detailing 
for each species the number of records, year of earliest and most recent record, and the number of hectads 
with records. It is found that the relative frequencies of recording of species closely follow the national 
ranking.  A combined checklist showing distribution by the three vice-counties is also included, covering a total 
of 20 species, amounting to 69% of the current British checklist. 

Introduction 
It is now nearly 60 years since Leonard Kidd and Alan Brindle, eminent entomologists at the national 

level1,2, published their compendium of the dipterous fauna of the Lancashire and Cheshire region3.  

Supplements were issued with details of species new to the county lists in 19644 and 19715, but 

these do not appear to have been maintained or reviewed since then, with the exception of the 

fungus gnats6.  Moreover, Ref 3 was only the first part of the projected publication.  The acalyptrates 

and calyptrates remained to be covered but a further part never appeared. 

In the succeeding half-century, and particularly since the millennium, the recording of some of the 

diptera has been advanced greatly by the publication of new keys accessible to a wider community 

of amateur recorders and the availability of digital tools to record and analyse data, as well as 

discussion fora to assist identification.  In particular the National Biodiversity Network (NBN) 

provides a national database of records from which distribution maps and details of records for 

individual species can be extracted.   The national Hoverfly Recording Scheme has accumulated 

almost a million records. 

Nevertheless these developments have not diminished the potential for more local publications and 

sources of information.  The very proliferation of the data in a variety of locations makes an 

overview at county level more rather than less desirable.  Where there is data from the historic 

period, regarded as before 1970 for present purposes, overall long-term changes in the fauna can 

become discernible.   As the British list of diptera now runs to over 7000 species, it is helpful to have 

an up-to-date checklist of what has been recorded in the local area as an aid particularly to new 

recorders and to data verifiers.   

In fact, Kidd and Brindle went much further than compiling a simple checklist of species.  They 

summarised the distributions of the species not only according to occurrence in each of the three 

vice-counties of Cheshire (VC58), South Lancashire (VC59) and West Lancashire (VC60), but also 

listed individual locations of records for the scarcer ones for which there were fewer than five sites 

in any one vice-county, along with collectors’ names and dates in some cases.  The local flight 

periods were also listed as well as brief ecological notes. 

The present publication is only the second part of a project to update and ultimately even complete 

Kidd and Brindle’s original publication.  It does however cover a family beyond the scope of the 

original publications.  It follows pattern of the initial study on the soldierflies and allies7, with some 

additional discussion of the relative frequency of records of different species compared with 

national statistics. 

Geographical and taxonomic scope 
As stated above the region covered by this publication is the established Watsonian vice-counties 
VCs 58, 59 and 60.  This is in fact smaller than the area covered by Ref 3, as it included records from 
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the Furness district of southern Cumbria which also lies in the historic county of Lancashire.  
Moreover, most of the VC60 data in Ref 3 turns out to be from that area, now in VC69 and extending 
as far as Barrow to the west and the northern end of Windermere. 

The present boundaries of Lancashire and Cheshire vary from those defined by Watson in the 19th 
century.  As well as losing Furness, Lancashire has gained much of the Forest of Bowland area from 
Yorkshire.  Derbyshire appears to have advanced from a stretch of the River Goyt up to the crest of 
the hills to its west.   Cheshire has gained a chunk of South Lancashire around Widnes and 
Warrington, and of course parts of South Lancashire were redesignated as the metropolitan counties 
of Merseyside and Greater Manchester. 

The reasons for maintaining the Watsonian vice-counties are continuity with historic recording 
practice as well as the changeable nature of local government organisation.  The Mersey and the 
Ribble form clear geographical boundaries within the region.  The botanical and bryological 
communities, amongst others, adhere to the traditional divisions.  The main disadvantage is that the 
local records centres and the Wildlife Trusts have adopted more recent political boundaries, which 
clearly simplifies their interactions with the local authorities.  The new internal subdivisions can be 
overcome by suitable data processing as discussed below, but this does mean that Forest of 
Bowland remains outside the present scope. 

This report covers the small acalyptrate family Sepsidae, which has its own dedicated recording 
scheme.  This scheme was initiated by the publication in 1979 of an RES identification handbook8, 
covering 25 species known in Britain from 6 genera.  With the exception of Orygma luctuosum, all 
the species are small rather ant-like flies.  The genus Sepsis features dark spots near the wing-tips, 
which are waved as the fly walks over leaves, while the other genera have clear or slightly infuscated 
wings.  The males often have legs with distinctive spines, tubercles or other projections which are 
very helpful for confirming identification, although most of the females can also be identified by 
other characters.    A recent update and revision of the key9 has added four further British species, 
one (Sepsis nigripes) being a variety in Ref 8 since reinstated as a separate species. 

Sources of data and methodology 
The approach to collecting and analysing data follows that established for the soldierflies and allies 
in Ref 7.   The intent is to provide more a summary of the data rather than a bare “checklist”.  The 
model which is being followed is a recently produced list for Cumbria10.   Based on the local records 
centre database this gives the following information for each species: 

 year of earliest record; 

 year of latest record; 

 number of records; 

 number of hectads with a record. 

In the case of Cumbria the list was generated using functions within the Recorder 6 software.  For 
the present report, with different sources of data to be distributed over 3 vice-counties whose 
boundaries differ from those of the four recording centres, a semi-automatic method using Excel 
spreadsheet functions has been used.  The complete list of data sources used is as follows: 

  records from RECORD supplied in April 2015 following verification as detailed in Ref 11; 

 83 records from the Merseyside Biobank (MBB) supplied on 1 Dec 2016; 

 15 records from the Greater Manchester Local Records Centre (GMLRC) supplied on 11 Jan 
2017; 

 16 records from the Lancashire Environmental Records Network (LERN) supplied on 14 Dec 
2016; 

 data downloaded from the NBN Gateway in Jan 2017 with grid references within or 
overlapping VCs 58 (27 records), 59 (17 records) and 60 (16 records); 
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 the author’s own records not included above (147 in VC58 and 214 in VC59). 

Although data has not been obtained from the national Sepsidae recording scheme, the above 
sources should cover all the major contributors of modern records.   The potential for replication of 
records as described in Ref 7 has been reduced by removing LERN and GMLRC records from the NBN 
data and by removing the author’s own data from the other datasets.   

With regard to historic data, the introduction to Ref 8 refers to “the generally unsatisfactory” of 
earlier Sepsidae keys used by British dipterists, while in Ref 12 Pont goes on to state: 

Because there has been such a history of widespread misidentification and misapplication of names in 
the Sepsidae, I have made very little use of the published literature on British distribution, preferring 
instead to rely on records and material identified since publication of my keys. 

However, this is not considered to affect the validity of the older records in the Cheshire RECORD 
dataset for the following reason.  They are known to derive from data and specimens held at the 
World Museum, Liverpool13.  In particular, the earlier specimens in the present collection were 
donated by Harry Britten of Manchester Museum, following destruction of the Liverpool collections 
in World War II.  I have inspected the Liverpool collection myself and found that such older 
specimens bear labels attesting to verification carried out by Adrian Pont in 1989. Furthermore I 
have checked that the record cards from which the RECORD data was presumably derived did 
indeed reflect the redeterminations by Pont rather than any earlier determinations. 

However, in view of this uncertainty, no data has been obtained directly from the Harry Britten 
record cards at Manchester Museum. 

Using Excel functions the records were converted to a common “reduced” format consisting of 
species name, earliest and latest years for the each record*, location name, an indication of origin 
where known  (usually the determiner’s name) and hectad†.  The records could then be combined 
into a single spreadsheet from which Excel functions were used to generate the checklist in the 
Cumbrian format. Pivot tables were also used to provide the distribution of records by decade and 
by hectad.   

A further complication and source of uncertainty is that the download procedure from NBN involves 
a choice between selecting records entirely within the VC or also including those with the recorded 
square including part of a neighbouring VC‡.   This will not be serious where the data is to 100m 
resolution, but a significant proportion of the NBN data is only to 1km or even 10km resolution.   For 
the present document, the second option has been chosen to maximise the capture of data.   This 
did result in a few records of Sepsis duplicata appearing from the Cumbria LRC, but these were 
deleted from the reduced dataset.    

Overview of combined dataset 
The combined data have been analysed to provide details of recording frequency by decade and 
vice-county in Tables 1-4.   

Table 1 shows a strong divergence in the amount of data across the three vice-counties. The first 
peak around the 1940s reflects the extensive diptera recording in Cheshire by Harry Britten but 
there has been a sustained effort only since 1990, thanks mainly to the efforts of a small number of 
individuals.  

This growth has doubtless been encouraged by the formation of organised recording schemes and 
progressive introduction of computerisation enabling individuals to easily handle a larger amount of 
data.  In the historic period, records were limited to the name of a location rarely locatable to a 

                                                           
* These often differ for historic records where only the collectors name is known. 
† The 10-km squares of the Ordnance Survey National Grid (eg SD20). 
‡ It appears that squares containing a portion of sea are also excluded by the first option. 
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resolution better than 1km.  Earlier recorders probably also had a strong bias towards the scarcer 
species.  The use of six-figure grid references means that modern surveys can easily generate many 
more records for a given site, and modern recorders are encouraged to record common species 
continually throughout the season. 

The distribution of records geographically shows mainly the effect of the home locations of the 
principal recorders.   In VC58, the top three squares are SJ66 around Winsford and SJ58 around 
Runcorn, the bases of the two main Cheshire recorders of the modern period, while SJ57 contains 
the Delamere Forest which has been one of the areas perceived historically to be of high 
entomological interest.    

In South Lancashire even the Sefton coast (hectads SD20 and SD21) with its nationally important 
array of special habitats such as sand dunes seems to be relatively neglected with regard to 
Sepsidae.   As a result mainly of recording by the present author, hectad SJ69 on the east side of 
Warrington dominates the data. 

It appears that in West Lancashire there has been little interest in Sepsidae even in the Silverdale 
area (SD47). 

Review of results for individual species 
An interesting perspective on the regional status of individual species is provided by a comparison 
with the numbers of records in the national Recording Scheme, which were provided in Ref 14.  
Table 3 looks at this in two different ways.  

First, it will be seen that there is close agreement between the national and regional rankings in 
terms of numbers of records.  Only Sepsis violacea and Themira leachi are more than two places 
different in the rankings.  In the lower reaches of the table the rankings are of course more subject 
to random fluctuation.   

The second comparison is between the actual number of records and the expected number for each 

species if the local relative frequencies were the same as those nationally.  The ratios of the actual 
observed number of records to the expected shows a rather consistent trend from a value of 1-2 for 
the common species down to around 0.1-0.3 for the less frequently recorded. Again Sepsis violacea 
and Themira leachi are the main exceptions to this.  

  It seems most likely that this trend can be attributed to the detailed and frequent pattern of 
recording in a small area rather than to any real differences in relative abundance.  Intensive 
recording to modern standards of six-figure grid references will produce several distinct records for a 
site, which would have been lumped together under the site name in former times.  This clearly 
depends on the overall collecting pattern of individuals, which may well differ considerably across 
the national database. 

Other possible explanations might be that suitable habitat is lacking, or has not been sampled, for 
the scarcer species, or that they are on the edge of their range.  The first seems unlikely as Ref 4 
contains little indication of particular habitats for Sepsidae apart from associations with dung, mud 
or ponds which occur throughout the Cheshire landscape.  The exceptions are Orygma luctuosa 
which is confined to seashore wrack beds, and Themira putris which is particularly associated with 
rubbish dumps, sewage plants and farm slurry. The latter habitat is probably considerably under-
represented in the data, but both these species have shown national declines in their ranking by 5 
places between the pre- and post-1986 data shown in Ref 14. 

 Judging from the national distribution maps, the second explanation could be a factor for Themira 
germanica, Saltella sphondylii, Sepsis neocynipsea and Meroplius minutus. 

The full vice-county checklists in the Cumbria format are presented separately for each vice-county 
in Tables 4a-c, listing 18 species in VC58, 17 in VC59 and 11 in VC60.  The distributions of records 
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follow the trends discussed above for the region as a whole: even in the poorly covered VC60, the 
three most recorded species are the same as in the national ranking. 

 

Regional Checklist 
Table 5 provides an overall checklist of the soldierflies and allies showing simply the occurrence 
across the three vice-counties of Cheshire (VC58), South Lancashire (VC59) and West Lancashire 
(VC60).   

The total number of species on this list is 20, amounting to about 69% of the current British total of 
29.  It compares with a total of 19 for Cumbria10, which covers a broadly similar land area, though 
very different in its geography – the number of records there is considerably lower at only 258. 

Table 5 also records the current national conservation status where applicable, taken from Ref 16. 

It should be noted that records from the Dipterists Forum summer 2013 field meeting based in 
Lancaster have yet to be published and may provide a significant addition to the data for VC60.  
Publication is not expected imminently15 
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Table 1: total numbers of records of Sepsidae by vice-county and decade 
 

 

 1900s 1910s 1920s 1930s 1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s Totals 

Cheshire 
(VC58) 1 3 9 17 48 12 6 9 18 444 358 192 1117 

South 
Lancashire 
(VC59) 

0 3 0 4 1 12 3 3 11 74 24 263 398 

West 
Lancashire 
(VC60) 

0 0 0 1 1 3 0 0 1 24 2 3 35 

TOTALS 1 6 9 22 50 27 9 12 30 542 384 458 1550 
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Table 2a: number of records per hectad in VC58 (Cheshire) 
 

 SJ2_ SJ3_ SJ4_ SJ_5 SJ_6 SJ_7 SJ_8 S_9_ SK0_ SK1_ 

S__0        0 0 0 

S__9 1 0    1 2 6 0  

21 8 2 0 130 7 61 57 6 0  

S__7 21 14 48 122 106 12 14 12 6 
 

S__6  6 5 75 298 27 9 0 0  

SJ_5  2 8 2 9 11 0    

SJ_4   0 2 5 1     
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Table 2b: number of records per hectad in VC59 (South Lancashire) 
 

 SD2_ S_3_ S_4_ S_5_ S_6_ S_7_ S_8_ S_9_ SK0_ 

SD_4 
 

    7 8 0  

SD_3     0 0 0 0  

SD_2  0 0 16 2 1 0 0  

SD_1 23 0 9 16 11 7 0 0  

SD_0 28 1 12 0 1 4 3 3  

SJ_9  0 6 24 172 12 5 0  

SJ_8  0 8 22 10  1   
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Table 2c: number of records per hectad in VC60 (North Lancashire) 
 

 SD2_ SD3_ SD4_ SD5_ SD6_ SD7_ SD8_ 

SD_7   7 0 0   

SD_6   5 7 0   

SD_5  0 0    0 0   

SD_4  3 0 0 0   

SD_3  10 3 0 0 0  

SD_2 0 0 0 0    
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Table 3 

Comparisons of Lancashire and Cheshire data with national data: relative rank is according to 
the descending order of the national frequency, which is the total number of records from 
summing the “in atlas” and “reported since” totals in Table 1 of Ref 14; expected frequency is 
derived from these numbers by multiplying by the ratio of total regional records (1550) to the 
national total (13906). 
 

Species 
National 

Frequency 
Relative 

Rank 

Expected Observed 
O/E 

(E) (O) 

Sepsis cynipsea 2131 -1 238 385 1.6 

Sepsis fulgens 2047 +1 228 446 2.0 

Nemopoda nitidula 1473 -1 164 148 0.9 

Sepsis punctum 1365 +1 152 164 1.1 

Sepsis orthocnemis 991 0 110 116 1.1 

Sepsis flavimana 848 -2 95 43 0.5 

Themira annulipes 786 0 88 55 0.6 

Themira minor 721 -1 80 24 0.3 

Sepsis violacea 662 +3 74 83 1.1 

Themira lucida 641 -1 71 19 0.3 

Themira superba 550 +1 61 22 0.4 

Themira putris 401 0 45 14 0.3 

Saltella sphondylii 308 -2 34 4 0.1 

Themira pusilla 197 0 22 8 0.4 

Sepsis duplicata 166 -2 19 1 0.1 

Orygma luctuosum 136 0 15 4 0.3 

Themira leachi 109 +4 12 11 0.9 

Sepsis neocynipsea 69 0 8 1 0.1 

Meroplius minutus 53 0 6 1 0.2 

Themira germanica 33 0 4 1 0.3 

All other species 219 0 24 0 0.0 

Totals 13906   1550 1550   
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Table 4a: checklist of Sepsidae for VC58 (Cheshire) 

Family/species 
Number of 

records (VC58) 
Earliest year Latest year 

Number of 
hectads 

Nemopoda nitidula 109 1919 2016 18 

Saltella sphondylii 3 1996 2008 3 

Sepsis cynipsea 296 1914 2016 28 

Sepsis duplicata 1 1990 1990 1 

Sepsis flavimana 37 1940 2016 11 

Sepsis fulgens 334 1934 2016 32 

Sepsis neocynipsea 1 2012 2012 1 

Sepsis orthocnemis 61 1933 2016 21 

Sepsis punctum 112 1924 2016 18 

Sepsis violacea 69 1905 2016 17 

Themira annulipes 32 1996 2015 12 

Themira germanica 1 2016 2016 1 

Themira leachi 3 1928 1993 3 

Themira lucida 10 1980 2012 6 

Themira minor 15 1947 2012 9 

Themira pusilla 5 1929 1943 2 

Themira putris 13 1929 1998 8 

Themira superba 15 1928 2007 7 
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Table 4b: checklist of Sepsidae for VC59 (South Lancashire) 

Family/species 
Number of 

records (VC59) 
Earliest year Latest year 

Number of 
hectads 

Meroplius minutus 1 1959 1959 1 

Nemopoda nitidula 34 1955 2016 13 

Orygma luctuosum 4 1955 1959 1 

Saltella sphondylii 1 1978 1978 1 

Sepsis cynipsea 83 1911 2016 15 

Sepsis flavimana 5 1936 2016 5 

Sepsis fulgens 104 1938 2016 19 

Sepsis orthocnemis 53 1994 2016 10 

Sepsis punctum 48 1959 2016 11 

Sepsis violacea 12 1981 2016 6 

Themira annulipes 21 1999 2016 7 

Themira leachi 7 1955 2016 4 

Themira lucida 6 1935 2016 4 

Themira minor 8 1999 2016 4 

Themira pusilla 3 1999 2015 2 

Themira putris 1 1959 1959 1 

Themira superba 7 1999 2016 2 

 

Table 4c: checklist of Sepsidae for VC60 (North Lancashire) 

Family/species 
Number of 

records (VC60) 
Earliest year Latest year 

Number of 
hectads 

Nemopoda nitidula 5 1945 1999 3 

Sepsis cynipsea 6 1992 2008 5 

Sepsis flavimana 1 1934 1934 1 

Sepsis fulgens 8 1957 2016 5 

Sepsis orthocnemis 2 1982 2008 1 

Sepsis punctum 4 1957 1999 4 

Sepsis violacea 2 1999 1999 2 

Themira annulipes 2 1999 1999 1 

Themira leachi 1 1957 1957 1 

Themira lucida 3 1999 1999 2 

Themira minor 1 1999 1999 1 
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Table 5: occurrence by Sepsidae species by vice-county 
# denotes species not recorded after 1970.  * indicates species not recorded before 1970.  
pV denotes “provisionally vulnerable” and pNS denotes “provisionally nationally scarce” 
according to the latest status assessment issued by Natural England16. 
 

Family/species 
National 

status 
VC58 VC59 VC60 

#Meroplius minutus pV    

Nemopoda nitidula     

#Orygma luctuosum     

*Saltella sphondylii     

Sepsis cynipsea     

*Sepsis duplicata     

Sepsis flavimana     

Sepsis fulgens     

*Sepsis neocynipsea     

Sepsis orthocnemis     

Sepsis punctum     

Sepsis violacea     

Themira annulipes     

*Themira germanica pNS    

Themira leachi     

Themira lucida     

Themira minor     

Themira pusilla     

Themira putris     

Themira superba     

Total numbers of species  18 17 11 
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