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1. I ntroduction  
 

For some years, the British Dragonfly Society and the 

Dragonfly Recording Network ha ve  focussed attention on 
changes in dragonfly distribution and on identifying key sites 

for our rarest species. While distribution mapping can show 

graphic ally how species have spread in recent years, it is a 
blunt instrument for monitoring dragonfly populations. It is 

hoped that t he British Dragonfly Monitoring Scheme will 
yield counts from a large number of sites to provide national 

population indices. It will also allow Britain to contribute to a 
Europe - wide dragonfly monitoring initiative.   

 
How are dragonflies doing? Will the numbers of river -dwelling 

species like Demoiselle s Calopteryx increase with improving water 
quality required under the EU Water Fr amework Directive? Will 

White - faced Darter Leucorrhinia dubia decline and other species 
increase as a result of climate change?  

To answer these kind s of questions the British Dragonfly 
Society is piloting the Dragonfly Monitoring Scheme in 2009 . 

This pilo t  will allow us to evaluate the likely uptake by dragonfly 

recorders and to gauge the statistical power of the data gathered.  It 
will also collate any existing transect counts obtained using broadly 

similar methods.  

The main aim of this monitoring is to ke ep a record of changes in 

numbers ï it can be regarded as a thermometer from which you can 
read how well or how bad ly  dragonflies in a country or a particular 

area are faring . After we have found out the c ause of these changes 
we can begin appropriate cons ervation measure s for dragonflies.  

 
As well as determining national  trends, the data can also be used 

for a particular area . Is Small Red Damselfly Ceriagrion tenellum  
far ing better in Wales compared with  the south -east of England ? Is 

the sudden increase i n Scarce Chaser Libellula fulva  in south -west 
England due to warm er  springs or has improved  water quality in 

rivers played an important role?  At the level of an individual site, 

the methods described here can be used to monitor the effects of 
wetland manag ement.  
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Monitoring Schemes need to have a long time span and robust 

dataset . The longer a project is running, the more reliable the data 
are. For individual sites  the same applies: the longer a transect is 

active, the more insight one gets in to  the changes  and 
development s at  a particular site . Some dragonfly recorders have 

been diligently counting along fixed transects for a number of years, 
so building up valuable datasets.  In combination, retrospective 

data may provide  a potentially powerful tool to ass ess past 
changes; part of this initiative is to capture these datasets.  

 
This manual shows you how to take part in the British 

Dragonfly Monitoring Scheme  pilot . This is done by counting 
adults  systematically, allowing us to detect negative trends 

at an ea rly stage and try to reverse  them. Information can be 

gathered by both volunteers and professionals, such as 
nature reserve wardens. Everyone with a reasonable 

knowledge of dragonflies can participate and help to make 
the Dragonfly Monitoring S cheme a succ ess.  

 
To take part  in the DMS Pilot , or to offer existing transect data for 

analysis, please register your interest with the Coordinator:  
 

Steve  Prentice  
Dragonflies in Focus Project Officer  

British Dragonfly Society  
c/o Natural England  

Parkside Court  
Hall  Park Way  

Telford TF3 4LR  
Tel.: 0300 060  0647  
Email: stephen.prentice@naturalengland.org.uk  

 
 

Changes to 2010 methodology  
As a result of experience and feedback from the 2009 season, the 

follow ing changes have been incorporated into the methodology:  
 

1. Use of fixed point counts where visibility is severely limited.  
2. Flexibil ity  to count all species in all sections.

mailto:stephen.prentice@naturalengland.org.uk
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2. T he British Dragonfly Monitoring Scheme  
 

Who can take part ?  
Anybody with a  reasonable knowledge of dragonflies can help in this 

project. I t is important to be able to recogni se your local  dragonfl y 
spec ies.  

 
Different possibilities  

Dragonflies are counted at predefined transects along the 
waterside. The transects can be visited and counted every week, 

two weeks , or monthly during the flight season , depending on how 
much time you can spare . All  transect s can add to the dataset, 

including th ose where not many species are found . 

 
For site s with Red Data species, it is particularly important to know 

how numbers are changing . Many such species are highly localised 
and restricted to  nature reserves and other high quality habitats.  To 

survey these sites, transect s can cover  just the important species , 
but weekly counting is strongly reco mmended for the main flight 

period only.  
 

¶ Anybody with a reasonable knowledge on dragonflies can join 
the monitoring scheme.  

¶ Transects can be  counted every week, two weeks , or monthly 
from  May to September, or just during the relevant flight 

period for ra re species .  

 

 
Figure 1: Many rare species are found in beautiful locations . 
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3. F ieldwork  
 

Dragonflies are counted along  fixed transects using a 
standardised method. Monitoring transects are typically at 

least 100 metr es  long and are only counted in fine  weather.  

Establishing a  m onitoring transect  
When choosing a transect  location , find a waterside route that:  

¶ Is relatively uniform in character  and easily accessible ;  
¶ Can be counted each year in the same way , using  easily 

recogni sable points in the landsc ape; and  
¶ Is sunny both in spring and summer.  

The route should follow the waterôs edge as far as possible.  The 
basic t ransect  is around 100m long and split into two halves :  1A 

and 1B  (see fig ure  2) . All dragonflies are counted  in each section . I f 
it is no t possible to count along a full 100m , the  transect can be 

shorter  (but  at least 25m,  in which case  it has only one section).   
Circuits of two or more ponds may be combined to form a transect, 

but care should be taken to avoid double -counting dragonflies.  

A length of 100m is in most cases long enough to count a 

reasonable numbers of Damselflies ( Zygoptera )  and darters 

(Sympetrum ) . For other Dragonflies ( Anisoptera ) , you may need to 
walk more than 100m to get a useful count. At  larger water bodies , 

extra  sections of 100m can be added to the transect , up to a 
maximum of 500m  (see fig ure  3) . Along these extra sections , only 

Anisoptera  (except for darters Sympetrum ) and demoiselles 
(Calopteryx )  are counted , unless you feel confident that you can 

record all speci es effectively and repeatably . 

Estimate the transect lengths using paces (a tall person has paces 

of about 1m) .  If possible mark the distances between transect 
sections permanently and map the presence of distinctive features 

to help walk the same section s in the future.   The precise length 
and route of a transect are less important than the need to count 

over the same route on all visits .  
 

¶ Choose a sunny transect route  with  fairly uniform habitat.  
¶ The route should follow the waterôs edge as far as possible.   

¶ The transect is typically 100 m long ( two 50 m sections ) .  
¶ Count  all damselflies and dragonflies along this transect.  

¶ The transect can be shorter, but at least 25m long.  
¶ The transect can be lengthened with sections of 100 m, up to a 

maximum of 500m, in w hich all species (if you are able) or 
only Anisoptera and Calopteryx  species are counted.  

¶ Single -species transects for damselflies (except demoiselles) 
should not extend to additional 100m sections.  

¶ Count along the same route on every visit.  
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Figure 2: E xample of an all - species transect with a length of 200m.  

 

 
Figure 3: Example of a single -species transect with a length of 400m for Banded 

Demoiselle  Calopteryx splendens .  
 

You are strongly encouraged to take photographs of the transect. 

These can be used  to relocate it in future years and to show any 
changes in habitat that may occur.
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All - species and Single - species Transect count s  
It is important that dragonflies are counted along the same  
transect route each year using the same  standardised 

method.   A st andard method is important for being able to 
compare results from year to year. For this pilot year you can 

choose how frequently you make visits , but counts should meet the 

following conditions:  
 

¶ Either:  
1.  Make 5 monthly  visits between May and September; or  

2.  Make 10  fortnightly  visits between May 1 st  and September 
17 th ; or  

3.  Make weekly  counts for selected rare species  during the 
normal flight period for that or those species.  

¶ You decide when to count , based on weather conditions and your 
free time.  

¶ Try to spr ead out the counts evenly over the counting period . 
Weekly counts  should be at least three  days  apart, fortnightly 

counts at least a week apart and monthly counts at least two 
weeks apart.  

¶ If a count can not be made in any of the required periods, make 

two counts in the following period. When you know in advance 
that you will not be able to do a count , it is acceptable to count 

twice in the previous period or to ask someone else to  do your 
count for you . Try to avoid missing a count completely .  

 
Counts shou ld only be carried out when most dragonflies are active , 

using the following guidelines :  
 

¶ Count s should be carried out between 1 0: 00 and 16 : 00 BST. On 
hot days ( above 22 °C) , counts between 09: 30 and 16 : 30 are 

permissible . 
¶ Count during  sunny weather , with cloud cover less than 60 %.  

¶ Do not count if the wind is stronge r than force 4 on the Beaufort 
scale ( i.e. >18 mph, when small trees in leaf begin to sway ) . 

¶ The temperature should be at least 17 °C in the shade . On sunny , 

calm  days,  counts may be made at a sli ghtly lower tempe rature, 
but never lower than 15 °C.  

¶ Do not count during rain , or when the temperature exceeds 30°C .  

When can I count?  

time  10:00 -16:00 BST  09:30 -16:30  09:30 -16:30  

Temperature  < 15°C  15° -  17°C  17 -22°C  Over 22°C  Over 30°C  

Cloud cover over 60 %:  No No Yes Yes No 

Cloud cover below 60 %:  No Yes Yes Yes No 

Wind greater than force 4:  No No No No No 

Rain:  No No No No No 
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Counting dragonflies  
¶ Walk slowly .  Occasional stops to scan with binoculars may be 

helpful .  Sometimes it may be difficult to  identify and count all 
dragonflies during a single transect walk . If so, count the first 

100m twice , first to count the damselflies ( Zygoptera )  and 

darters ( Sympetrum  species ) , the n again  to count the other 
Anisoptera.  

 
¶ In the first 100m section, c ount al l the individuals seen within a 

strip 2m inland  and 5 m  out from  the waterôs edge, or less if the 
water body is narrower than 5m  (Figure 4).   The zone over the 

water includes the emergent plant zone.  
 

¶ If it is not possible to record within these zones for s ome or all of 
the transect, they may be varied to ensure that reasonable 

numbers are counted.  If access to the waterôs edge is limited, do 
fixed point counts  from suitable vantage points  at least 10m 

apart; each count should last at least 1minute, typical ly 2 -3 
minutes and not more than 5 minutes .  In all cases it is essential  

that the route and position of fixed point counts are  recorded so 

that all  subsequent counts are made in the same way.  
 

¶ In additional 100m sections , continue to count in the same 
str ip, but only record demoiselles ( Calopteryx  species) and 

Anisoptera . I t should be possible to walk these  sections at a 
slightly quicker pace.  

 

 
  Figure 4: the counting zone s either side of the bank side . 

 

5m  

2 m  


