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What is meant by a rare list’ and how
is one useful for conservation? Nick

Hodgetts and Neil Lockhart report

esignating  ‘nationally rare’ and

‘nationally scarce’ species is a crude

but useful way of measuring the
frequency of plants. It is complementary to the
Red List, which assesses the degree of threat to
species. The Red List uses rarity as part of the
process of determining which species are the
most threatened, but rarity and degree of threat,
while clearly related, are not the same thing.
Some very rare species may not be under much
threat, being naturally rare plants of remote
places. Conversely, some species that have been
recorded relatively frequently may be under great
threat, perhaps because of their fragile habitat.
Listing rare and scarce species is less important
than producing Red Lists, but it is still useful
and interesting, and may even provide ‘early
warning’ that some species are likely to become
threatened. A bryophyte Red List for Ireland has
been published recently (Lockhart, Hodgetts &
Holyoak, 2012), and it is now considered useful
to add lists of bryophytes that are Nationally
Rare and Nationally Scarce in Ireland.

In Britain, vascular plants and bryophytes
recorded since 1950 in 1-15 10km? squares
(hectads) are considered Nationally Rare
(Preston, 2010), and those in 16-100 hectads
Nationally Scarce (Preston, 2006). There is a
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A\ Rhytidium rugosum, an NR species in Ireland. Jeffrey G.
Duckett

total of 2858 hectads in Britain (comprising
England, Scotland, Wales and the Isle of Man,
but excluding the Channel Islands). Ireland
(including the Republic of Ireland and Northern
Ireland) has a total of 1019 hectads, so any
similar scheme has to take this smaller total area
into account.

Simply using the same proportions and cut-
off date in Ireland as in Britain would result in
bryophytes occurring in fewer than 5-6 hectads
being Nationally Rare (NR) and those in 6-7 to
35-36 hectads Nationally Scarce (NS). However,
this would designate as NS a large number
of species that almost certainly do not deserve
this status, largely because of under-recording
in Ireland relative to Britain. NR and NS lists
for vascular plants in Ireland use 1-10 hectads
for NR (Curtis & McGough, 1988) and 11-25
hectads for NS (Neff, 2000). While this works
reasonably well for the bryophytes, it was felt
that figures of 1-5 hectads for NR and 6-20
hectads for NS were even more appropriate,
given the degree of under-recording compared
with the vascular plants. 1970+ records were
used in the assessment, in order to be consistent
with the bryophyte Red List. The resultant lists
appear to be realistic, tying in well with the Red
List categories and providing a good assessment



Table 1. Rare and Scarce bryophytes assumed to
be aliens in Ireland

Liverworts

Heteroscyphus fissistipus
Lophocolea bispinosa
Lophocolea semiteres
Riccia rhenana

Mosses

Atrichum crispum

Calomnion complanatum

Calyptrochaeta apiculata

Dicranoloma menziesii

Hennediella stanfordensis

Leprotheca gaudichaudii var. gaudichaudii

of what is thought genuinely rare and scarce
in Ireland. All taxa that have been recorded in
more than 20 hectads since 1970 are assessed as
Least Concern in the Red List analysis, because
frequency, in terms of number of hectads,
contributes to the criteria for allocation of taxa
to Red List categories. On the other hand, not
all taxa that occur in 20 or fewer hectads are
threatened, or even Near Threatened, so there
are many Nationally Scarce taxa that are Least
Concern.

As this is the first attempt at listing NR and
NS bryophytes for Ireland, a// taxa that fall
within the two frequency classes are listed,
including taxa recently discovered in Ireland,
and taxa with recent taxonomic revisions. In this,
the lists differ from the British ones, in which
several species were excluded on grounds of
being recently recorded, with records increasing
year on year. This means that some species will
certainly be dropped from the Irish NS list in the
fairly near future, when they become more well-
known in Ireland, but as these lists are no more

than snapshots of what is known at a given time,
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this does not matter. Another difference from the
British lists is that subspecies and varieties have
been included.

Aliens have also been included in the listings.
Because it is difficult to distinguish alien
bryophytes from natives, there seems to be no
convincing argument for excluding them. The
most obviously alien bryophytes are listed in
Table 1 and are also flagged up as aliens in the
main lists.

All taxa considered by the above criteria
to be NR are listed in Table 2, with NS taxa
listed in Table 3. The published Red List threat
category (Lockhart ez al., 2012) of each species
is also included. While the list of NR species
approximately equates to the Red List, they are
not identical. Most of the taxa that are considered
Regionally Extinct in Ireland have been omitted,
although the six species rediscovered in Ireland
since 2010 are mentioned: Bartramia halleriana,
Entosthodon
pulchellum var. diversifolium, Meesia triquetra,

mublenbergii,  Eurhynchiastrum
Prilidium pulcherrimum and Syntrichia princeps.
The NR list highlights Dara Deficient species,
many of which are likely to move into a ‘higher’
threat category with more information. The lists
include several Near Threatened taxa that have
a very restricted distribution in Ireland but are
relatively frequent within a very limited range.
Most notably, some of the Dartry Mountains
rarities such as Dicranella grevilleana, Didymodon
maximus, f[ymeno:lylium recurvirostrum var.
insigne and Seligeria patula fall into this category.
Hypnum uncinulatum, tightly restricted to the
south-western oak woodlands but not really
threatened, also stands out. These taxa are clearly
of major national and international importance,
and therefore worthy of conservation effort,
although they are not deemed to be threatened
at the present time.

There are some little-known or recently
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recorded taxa, such as Schistidium elegantulum

subsp. elegantulum and  Sphagnum  skyense,
that are likely to drop out of the NR list with
more recording. Scapania subalpina is probably
in the list only as an accident of recent under-
recording. Others are more likely to remain
rare. Tortula canescens, for example, may well
be under-recorded, but it is very restricted by
habitat and geography to earthy banks on warm
maritime cliffs. Riccia huebeneriana is restricted
to a single site — Vartry Reservoir in Co. Wicklow
— where it occurs very sporadically in conditions
of low water levels. Cephalozia macrostachya var.
spiniflora is undoubtedly overlooked, but almost
all fertile material of C. macrostachya that has
been found in recent years is var. macrostachya,
so var. spiniflora must surely be genuinely rare.
The NS list contains several taxa that are
in the Red List as Vulnerable, and even one
(Ditrichum zonatum) that has been assessed as
Endangered. Many of these are plants that are
perceived to have declined in Ireland, including
those whose habitat has been seriously damaged
in recent history. Members of the North
Adantic mixed hepatic mat community such
as  Adelanthus lindenbergianus and Bazzania
pearsonii fall into this category, as do Cephalozia
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loitlesbergeri, which is confined to undisturbed
bogs, Acrobolbus wilsonii, a globally rare Adantic
species, and, perhaps most strikingly, the fen
moss Pseudocalliergon lycopodioides. Recorded
recently from no fewer than 14 hectads, this
plant has nevertheless been extirpated from
many more by drainage and eutrophication.
Many of the NS bryophytes are Near
Threatened, either because they have declined
or because they have very restricted ranges and/
or habitats. A number of strictly Atlantic taxa
fall into this category. These are plants which
are globally very rare, with highly disjunct
distribution patterns and restricted to very
Ireland
has an international responsibility for their
Mastigophora
woodsii is otherwise known only from Scotland,
the Faroe Islands, the Himalaya, Taiwan, the
Pacific coast of North America and (possibly)

wet temperate climates. therefore

conservation.  For  example,

Australasia. Radula carringtonii is even more
restricted, having been recorded elsewhere only
from Scotland (where it is very rare), the Azores,
Madeira, the Canary Islands, Costa Rica and
(possibly) Réunion. Finally, Lejeunca hibernica is
known outside Ireland only from Madeira and
the Azores.



The varieties of Marsupella emarginata are

included, with var. pearsonii being NR and var.
aquatica being NS. These varieties were Nor
Evaluated in the Red List analysis, and Paton
(1999) says, “Further critical studies are required
to ascertain whether their varietal status can be
maintained or whether they should be treated
merely as ecotypes of a single complex taxon”.
Clearly both are rather uncommon in Ireland,
though almost certainly under-recorded.

Of the alien species that are included here,
most are of no conservation significance. On the
evidence of its behaviour in Britain, Lophocolea
semiteres seems likely to become invasive, though
not on the scale of Campylopus introflexus. The
American Atrichum crispum is known only as a
clonal male population in Ireland (and Britain
t00), but seems to be fairly efficient at distributing
itself, especially along water courses. Most of the
rare aliens here are likely to remain insignificant
in the Irish flora, as non-invasive ‘garden escapes’.
However, Calomnion complanatum, imported
on tree fern trunks, is regarded as a threatened
species in its native Australia, so perhaps the Irish
populations should be treasured and conserved
rather in the same way as a rare zoo animal such
as a rhinoceros!

AlLeft to right:
castrensis,  and

Lophozia opacifolia, Prilium crista-

Marchantia  polymorpha  subsp.

montivagans: vulnerable, critically endangered and

endangered respectively, see Table 2. Jeffrey G. Duckett

It should be noted that placement high
up on the list of NR species, or having a high
threat status, does not necessarily mean that
conservation action should be a priority. While
taxa that are reliant on a long continuity of
habitat, such as the North Atlantic mixed hepatic
mat species, or Atlantic woodland species, or bog
and fen specialists, do indeed require urgent
conservation action of a traditional sort, there is
a substantial tranche of taxa that are essentially
ruderal. For such species, designating protected
areas, or affording them legal protection, can be
a waste of time, resources and effort. To take the
most obvious example, Aongstroemia longipes is
both extremely rare and highly threatened, but
the best conservation prescription would be to
hire a mechanical digger and excavate more sand
pits in the area where it has been recorded. This,
and other species, require a constant turnover of
ground to colonise in order to pursue a colonist
or even fugitive life strategy. The biggest threats
to them are inactivity in the countryside and
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general enrichment with nutrients, leading
to coarse grassland or scrub developing at the
expense of bare soils.

Therefore, deciding on what action should
be taken to save species is another step in the
conservation process, affer the lists of rare, scarce
and threatened species have been drawn up. The
lists are merely members of a cohort of tools
that help conservation bodies make an informed
decision on conservation action. Other equally
important considerations include establishing
which aspects of biodiversity we have a particular
international responsibility for, and how the
very limited resources available for nature
conservation can most effectively be deployed.

Each species has the same status and hectad
count as in the database used for the Red List
(Lockhart ez al., 2012), which was up-to-date at
the end of 2010, or, in the case of the few Least
Concern species not covered by the Red List
database, as in the British Bryological Society
database available on-line through the NBN
Gateway (http://data.nbn.otg.uk). There have
been a number of significant additional records
in 2011 and 2012, and where these have made a
difference to the hectad count, the new figure has
been added in brackets after the 2010 figure. In
a small number of cases, most notably for species
new to the Irish flora or ‘back from extinction’,
this would result in a change of status, and
this is indicated in the comments column. It is
worthwhile including all this extra information
as it demonstrates how dynamic bryophyte
recording is in Ireland, and how under-recorded
Ireland still is in comparison with Britain. There
is an ongoing debate about whether Red Lists
should be updated continuously or left static
for a limited period (say 5 years). We consider
it useful for published Red Lists to have a ‘shelf

life’ of about 5 years, so we do not propose
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any alterations to the Red List in Lockhart ez
al. (2012) for the present. On the other hand,
it would be neglectful not to point out the
interesting and important new records made
in Ireland over the last two years. Newly-found
colonies of some species, notably Meesia triquetra
and Syntrichia princeps, are clearly worthy of
conservation and therefore need to be pointed

out to conservation authorities and others.
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Table 2. List of Nationally Rare bryophytes in Ireland

Name of taxon Red List threat 1970+ Comments
category hectads
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Table 3. List of Nationally Scarce bryophytes in Ireland

Name of taxon Red List threat 1970+ Comments
category
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