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My work for the British Dragonfly Society includes curating our existing records and assisting our 52 
County Dragonfly Recorders, each covering one or more Watsonian Vice-counties. These 52 plus one 
countrywide specialist in migrant and vagrant species, all voluntary, are tasked with verifying the 
records we receive and spreading the word about the importance of biological recording with the aim 
of recruiting more dragonfly recorders in their area. For example, a fertile area for recruitment is 
among birders. Once they have done enough long-range twitching or have ticked off all the bird 
species near home, they are up for a move into dragonflies. Some have even moved through 
dragonflies altogether, into butterflies and moths. We hold no grudges and wish them well.  
So how do we record? The Dragonfly Society started off with record cards and pens and has been 
through a variety of computer systems, including a very good bespoke system called Darter, based on 
Biobase. However, systems need maintenance and a one-man development company can't always 
keep up with technological change. In 2013 we made the decision to bet the farm, or possibly the 
wetland, on iRecord, the multi-group online recording system being developed by the BRC. We were 
lured by the promise of recording from anywhere without having to worry about database 
replication, with backup managed by the BRC and high availability - tech speak for "it won't go down 
very often". In fairness, it is now quite reliable but we do have significant issues with it. Although we 
were able to influence the design and we have our own data-entry forms that maintain continuity 
with our previous Darter system, getting bugs fixed - even those affecting everyone, not just 
dragonfly recorders - is painfully slow and sometimes causes unforeseen knock-on issues elsewhere. 
Although the BRC is developing new systems such as Pantheon, it seems much easier to bid for 
funding of a new project than for maintenance of an older one, even when the older one was never 
quite finished.  
 
As a result, quite a bit of my time is taken up with patting down and mopping up my County 
Recorders. We are also planning to take development control from the BRC of a mobile app that 
provides an alternative feed into iRecord direct from a mobile phone. Nor have we yet tried to export 
verified records to the new NBN Atlas, a task that is increasingly overdue.  
However, no one likes a whinger, so what's the good news? Our verifiers are a dedicated and 
knowledgeable bunch - or rather most are very individual and avoid bunching but that doesn't stop 
them being good at their job. I find that the best way to keep them sweet is to respond quickly to their 
requests, even if "we're working on it" is the best I can offer at the time. Getting back to them without 
having to be nagged also helps.  
 



 
This year we ran five citizen science survey projects with the aim of recruiting more local recorders, 
particularly younger ones. The Dragonfly Challenge, modelled on the Big Garden Birdwatch, was the 
most widely publicised of these. Although the response wasn't as good as hoped for, we had some 
good feedback from those who rose to the challenge and we will run it again next year for a month 
rather than just one week. As with BioBlitzes, the aim is involvement rather than serious science, 
which come later and at a slower pace. The other surveys were more targeted and have produced 
interesting results, especially from that of the Common Club-tail on the Trent and the Thames.  
 
One issue that caused heated debate some years ago is that of collecting specimens. Although voucher 
specimens are occasionally necessary, with camera technology improving and, arguably, becoming 
less expensive every year it has become increasingly practical to identify from photographs, so most 
of our sweep nets can be passed on to those collecting the insect equivalent to LBJs.  
We don't foresee problems with finding enough recorders and I hope the BDS's long-term dataset will 
continue to grow and, importantly, be used by academics and professionals. To this end, our dataset 
is proudly marked Collective Commons - By Attribution, as recommended by the NBN. Our records 
are available to all at full resolution for any legal purpose.  
 
In conclusion, are dragonfly specialists a dying breed? Hardly! Many are old and experienced but 
they are living longer and increasingly able to communicate over the new-fangled "interweb thingy". 
Dragonflies may be less cuddly and less obviously useful to mankind than bees but we have the great 
advantage of monitoring one of the most charismatic and photogenic groups on earth and the 
imminent arrival of up to ten new species from the continent makes for an exciting field of study, if 
not fame and fortune. 


