SURVEY OF LAND BUGS, GRASSHOPPERS, CRICKETS AND  EARWIGS
By John Widgery

OVERVIEW

I was able to make two visits to King’s Mead during 2005. From the entomological viewpoint, whilst the site has not got the habitat diversity of some other sites, it being largely damp grassland, it is possibly the largest habitat of its type in the County.

The drier areas such as Broad Mead North, Tansy Mead and Chadwell Bank and areas where there is some scrub eg Park Mead and Stockade Mead provide a greater range of species, but the damper and lusher grassland, particularly where mixed with rushes Juncus sp contains very large populations of specialists including the bush cricket, Short-winged Conehead Concephalus dorsalis, an important Hertfordshire Red Data Book species.

The areas abutting the railway and perimeter hedgerows plus small stands of trees provide further biodiversity and, hopefully, on another occasion are worthy of more intensive searching. The least productive areas are where there is heavy soil compaction caused by livestock, particularly in Park Mead.

METHODS

Rather than surveying small sections or limited areas, fieldwork was based on covering as much ground as possible in the time available (maximum 4 hours per visit) which, inevitably, meant more time in areas likely to be more productive.

Recording was achieved by using the main four techniques ie:

i. Sight

ii. Sound (use of ultrasonic sound detector for grasshoppers and crickets)

iii. Sweep net (in grass and low herbage)
iv. Beating tray (mainly for arboreal habitats)

SURVEYS

The surveys were carried out on the 29th April and the 2nd August 2005. Ten of the fourteen species of Orthoptera (grasshoppers and crickets), which occur in Hertfordshire, were found here, which probably represents a fairly comprehensive list for the site. Sixty species of terrestrial Heteroptera (land bugs) were found, although this is far short of the number no doubt present. The reason the Heteroptera list is incomplete is that this is a large group and different species have different seasons of varying lengths. Also many are more difficult to find than are the grasshoppers and crickets, so further surveys in future years at different times will no doubt increase the number of records markedly.

So far as the Orthoptera is concerned the site is very rich in species but, undoubtedly, the most important find was a large population of the Short-winged Conehead, which in some areas was abundant. This proves to be, by far, the largest population of this local species in the County and it probably now ranks as one of the best UK inland sites for this insect.

Regarding the Heteroptera, there were several good finds but particular comment needs to be made regarding the discovery at Broad Meads North of the flat bug Aradus depressus, which, whilst possibly not uncommon, is rarely seen. In fact, I can only trace one previous Hertfordshire record in 1946! It lives on the stumps and under bark of dead trees feeding on the mycelia and fruiting bodies of certain fungi. It is only likely to be seen when it flies in the Spring and on this occasion it was fortunate that it alighted on my wife long enough to be collected!

Another species worthy of mention is the lace bug Dictyla convergens, which feed exclusively on Water Forget-me-not Myosotis scorpioides. There are only a few known sites in Hertfordshire, all of which contain small numbers, but King’s Mead holds a very large population in Broad Mead South and especially around East Pool.

A full list of species can be found in the attached table.

MANAGEMENT

Undoubtedly, the most significant discovery was the large population of the Short-winged Conehead, which requires wet grassland containing Rush Juncus sp and it is important this habitat is maintained. Care must be taken to avoid an excessive amount of soil compaction from livestock in the relevant areas and this may become a more sensitive issue in a drying climate.

So far as the more interesting species of terrestrial Heteroptera (land bugs) are concerned, the aforementioned flat bug Aradus depressus can be encouraged by leaving piles of cut logs and tree stumps in areas where there are trees and shrubs which provide protection from direct sunlight. Providing water levels remain approximately at now Water Forget-me-not should persist ensuring a continued population of the lace bug Dictyla convergens.

Probably the greatest danger in protecting this present wetland habitat will come from climate change, the effect of which may well mean altering management strategies and priorities in the future.
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KEYS

Status ( Stat)                                                                                 Habitat (Hab)
AB              Abundant                                                                    AR

Arboreal   

C                Common





DM

Damp Mud
LC               Locally Common



G

Grass
             P
                Present





GJ

Grass and Juncus
*
               Also present West Pool 


H

Low Herbage








NS

Non Specific








SC

Scrub
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