STATUS OF THE SMALL RED-EYED DAMSELFLY

The Small Red-eyed Damselfly was first discovered in the UK at three sites in Essex in July 1999. It then continued to spread into English counties at an incredible rate and by the end of 2001 had been recorded in Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex, Kent, Isle of Wight, Bedfordshire and Buckinghamshire. At that time Hertfordshire was bordered by several areas that had records of the newcomer, but still no records within the county.

The first record for Hertfordshire was at Bowyers Water in 2002 and since then it has continued to spread across the whole of the county.

In 2004 a small colony was established on the algae in the southeast corner of West Pool. However, due to the drought conditions in 2005 and 2006, the colony was lost.

West Pool, being a large expanse of water with plenty of floating vegetation, is an important habitat for Red-eyed, Small Red-eyed and Common Blue Damselflies but, due to its susceptibility to drying out in drought coditions, it a very vulnerable site. The management strategy was therefore to generate similar habitats (wide expanses of water) elsewhere on site that would hopefully be more permanent and less sensitive to drought conditions. The three areas developed so far that fall into this category are Ditch 13, the ponds on Broad Mead and Manifold Ditch west of the flyover.

Ditch 13 is recovering faster than expected, especially for emergent and submerged vegetation. This has attracted good numbers of Common Blue Damselflies but, due to the minimal amount of floating vegetation, only a few Red-eyed and no Small Red-eyed Damselflies as yet.

The ponds on Broad Mead have spent most of the early summer under water and are only just showing signs of recovery with small amounts of emergent and floating vegetation. There have been small numbers of Common Blue Damselfly present and on the 26th August there were two Small Red-eyed Damselflies. Although this is only a small number it is a good indication that conditions are likely to be right in the future.

However, the greatest success story must be Manifold Ditch West. Because the banks were not touched during the restoration process, the ditch already looks mature with plenty of marginal, emergent and floating vegetation (mainly algae). There have been good numbers of both Common Blue and Red-eyed Damselflies present during the summer, but August 26th was a red-letter day when I counted 21 Small Red-eyed Damselflies + 5 pairs + 1 ovipositing.

It looks, therefore, that through the restoration of Manifold Ditch West we have been successful in creating an alternative habitat to West Pool and I am confident that in a year or so Ditch 13 and the Broad Mead ponds will also hold colonies of all three species.

