
PART ONE

13 Insects that are found around Lough Carra

INSECTS
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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

General Information
Lough Carra, the best example of a shallow, marl lake in western Europe, and its catchment are 
home to a vibrant array of insects.  Among the reeds and rushes, you can spot the jewel-like dam-
selflies, their iridescent wings catching the sunlight as they hunt for smaller prey. Native bees and  
hoverflies and many other species of insects are drawn to the wildflowers found in the semi-natural  
grasslands that fringe the lakeshore.  They collect nectar from the flowers and pollinate the plants.

As with the butterflies, the dragonflies of Lough Carra are remarkably abundant both in numbers 
and variety.  The dragonflies (a group which includes dragonflies and damselflies) need good-quality 
habitats both on land, where the adults hunt and mate, and in the water where the eggs are laid and 
the larvae live.  Of the 24 resident species in Ireland, 14 have been recorded around Lough Carra.  

The insects of Lough Carra not only enhance the visual splendour of this remarkable landscape but 
act as a gauge to the health of its ecosystem. From pollination to decomposition, they contribute to 
the intricate web of life that makes Lough Carra very special.   Several species found around Carra 
are very rare indeed, such as the Crucifix Ground Beetle and the Transparent Burnet Moth.

However, all of the insects depend on high-quality habitats that are increasingly threatened by 
changes in land use and nutrient enrichment. Protecting these ecosystems is essential for the sur-
vival of these diverse species and the overall health of our environment.

Classification of Conservation Status for each species 
The conservation status for each of the insect species listed is given under the heading ‘Status’.

Distribution map for each species
Each of the species illustrated is accompanied by a distribution map from the National Biodiversity 
Data Centre.  The small, coloured blocks indicate the number of records of the relevant species per 
10km block.  Green indicates 0 records; Yellow indicates 1 to 100 records and Orange to Red is 
101 to 460 records.  For more information visit www.biodiversityireland.ie

Glossary
Cyanobacteria: photosynthetic bacteria that naturally occur in freshwater ecosystems

Exuviae: the cast-off skin of an animal, especially of an insect larva

Elytra: the hard wing-cases of beetles protecting their flight wings underneath

‘Krustenstein’: cyanobacterial crust that forms a coating on the surface of the rocks in shallow water in 
Lough Carra.  It is pollution-sensitive i.e. its disappearance from rocks indicates increasing levels of nutrients 

Larvae: the active immature forms of insects (the singular form of the word is Larva)

Pheromone: a chemical substance (as a scent) that is produced by an animal and serves as a signal to 
other individuals of the same species to engage in mating behaviour
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Latin Name
Irish Name
Identification 

Habitat
Flight period 

Food 

Special Note 

Status 

Melolontha melolontha
Ceanamhán

Large brown and black beetle, 30 mm in 
length, with unusual fan-shaped feathery  
antennae which males use to detect females

Woodland, grassland, gardens

Adults emerge in May and June, mating and 
living for only six weeks

Larvae feed on vegetation roots.  The adult 
beetles feed on nectar and pollen but they 
also feed on the leaves of trees such as Oak 
and Hawthorn 

The name ‘Cockchafer’ derives from Old 
English meaning ‘Big Beetle’.  They have a com-
plex life cycle, with larvae spending three years 
underground. Females lay up to 80 eggs on 
tree bark or in the soil. Flight is ungainly and 
noisy, often seen bumping into windows

The Cockchafer Beetle was once very com-
mon across Ireland, but its numbers declined 
dramatically in the 20th century due to wide-
spread pesticide use

COCKCHAFER BEETLE / MAY BUG

Bombus muscorum

The Irish collective name for bumblebees is ‘bumbóg’
The body is covered in dense orange/ginger 
hair.  The face is longer than it is wide.  It has a 
long tongue
Meadows with native grassland plants
The Queens emerge in March and the males 
around June until August/September
Favourite nectar plants are Bird’s-foot Trefoil, 
Vetches, Red Clover, Knapweed and Thistles
Although it is widespread throughout Ireland 
in flower-rich grassland it is generally rare 
in most locations.  It builds its nest of moss 
just above the ground in vegetation and does 
not travel far from its nest to feed.  A study 
by Celia Graebner in 2023 found the Large 
Carder in a few locations around Lough Carra 
including at Moore Hall in the walled garden 
which was sown with Irish wildflower seeds 
in 2020.  Also found at Brownstown and the 
flower-rich area at Kilkeeran
Near threatened in Ireland with ongoing 
decline

Latin Name
Irish Name
Identification 

Habitat
Flight period 

Food 

Special Note 

Status 

LARGE CARDER BEE / MOSS CARDER BEE
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CRUCIFIX GROUND BEETLE
Panagaeus cruxmajor

None

Slightly bristly black beetle with red spots on 
wing cases giving the appearance of a cross. 
8-10mm long

Damp environments, shelters under decaying 
wood or leaf litter during the day

Semi-aquatic snails, invertebrates

Another Lough Carra rarity, fewer than ten 
have been recorded in Ireland. Little is known 
about this species, they move fast, capturing 
their prey with powerful mandibles. They lay 
eggs in soil or leaf litter, and after hatching, the 
larvae undergo several stages of development 
before pupating and emerging as adults.  It was 
found on the shores of Lough Carra on the 
northern edge of Quinn’s Bay

Extremely rare and faces threats from habitat 
loss

Latin Name

Irish Name

Identification 
 

Habitat 

Food

Special Note 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Status 

Ochthebius nilssoni

Ciaróginbán

1.5 mm long

Deep water in oligotrophic, groundwater-fed 
limestone marl lakes

Algae and ‘krustenstein’

The living surface layer of cyanobacterial crust, 
known as ‘krustenstein’, serves as the pre-
ferred habitat for one of Europe’s rarest water 
beetles, which was known only from northern 
Sweden until 2006 when it was found in the 
Burren in Co. Galway. This beetle was then 
discovered on the Lough Carra shore at 
Kilkeeran in 2011. Lough Carra is one of only 
eight known sites globally where this beetle is 
found, underscoring its international ecological 
significance

Red-listed and classed as Vulnerable, this bee-
tle is threatened by increasing enrichment and 
chlorophyll levels in Lough Carra

Latin Name

Irish Name

Identification

Habitat 

Food

Special Note 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Status 

OCHTHEBIUS NILSSONI BEETLE



Page 6

Arctia caja
Leamhan tíograch garraí
Wingspan of 65mm.  Forewings are normally 
white with chocolate brown markings.  The 
hind wings are orange with deep black-blue 
markings
Damp meadows, hedgerows, fens, woodland
Nocturnal, flying between July and August
Caterpillar feeds on herbaceous plants such as 
Dandelion, Dock, Plantains, Nettles and Hon-
eysuckle during the months of May and June
When threatened it opens its wings to 
uncover the red hindwings with dark spots 
which serve as a warning to potential 
predators, signalling the moth’s unpalatability. 
The caterpillars are known as ‘woolly bears’ 
because they are very hairy.  Their long white 
hairs serve as a defense mechanism, deterring 
predators such as birds from eating them and 
giving some protection against parasitic flies 
and wasps
Widespread and common and not of conser-
vation concern, however, numbers appear to 
be declining

Latin Name
Irish Name
Identification 
 
 

Habitat
Flight period
Food 
 

Special Note 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Status

GARDEN TIGER MOTH

Saturnia pavonia
Impire
Females have a wingspan of 35-41mm and 
male is slightly smaller 27-32 mm but with 
more vibrant colouring.  Their striking eye 
spots are used to startle predators
Heathland, bog, fen, rough grassland, hedgerows
Late April, May and into June 
The adults do not eat at all, and their sole pur-
pose is to mate and reproduce.  Eggs are laid 
on the caterpillar food plants such as Meadow 
Sweet, Heather, Bramble, Hawthorn, Willow 
and Blackthorn
A spectacular day flying moth which can easily be 
mistaken for a butterfly.  During the day, males are 
actively searching for females, guided by their highly 
sensitive antennae capable of detecting female 
pheromones from considerable distances. After 
mating, the females lay their eggs on host plants. Two 
weeks later, the caterpillars hatch, displaying vivid 
green bodies adorned with black bands and yellow 
spots, making them just as striking as the adults. 
They are often spotted around Lough Carra and the 
catchment of the lake such as Clogher Bog
Common and widely distributed 

Latin Name
Irish Name
Identification 
 
 

Habitat
Flight period
Food 
 
 
 

Special Note 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Status

EMPEROR MOTH
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Zygaena filipendulae

Buirnéad sébhallach

A day-flying moth that has six red spots on 
the upper surface of the mainly iridescent 
black forewings and black-bordered bright red 
hindwings

Found in good quality meadows with lots of 
wildflowers, including the Bird’s-foot Trefoil

Flying in the day from June to September

The larvae feed on Bird’s-foot Trefoil and the 
yellow cocoons are found on the plant stems 
from May to August.  The adults feed on This-
tles, Common-spotted Orchid and Common 
Ragwort

The antennae are hooked at the tips. The 
wingspan is 30-38mm.  It breeds mainly on 
the Bird’s-foot Trefoil so needs good quality 
semi-natural grassland

Not considered of conservation concern

Latin Name

Irish Name

Identification 
 
 

Habitat 

Flight period

Food 
 
 
 

Special Note 
 
 

Status

SIX-SPOT BURNET MOTH

Zygaena purpuralis 
none
The Transparent Burnet has two connect-
ed red bars on the forewings which are a 
charcoal colour and are somewhat transparent 
– hence the name. It is smaller than the similar 
Six-spot Burnet
Limestone habitats
Adults fly on sunny days in June and July
In spring the caterpillars feed on Wild Thyme 
and adults feed on nectar from the flowering 
Wild Thyme
This is a day flying moth that is far from 
common in Ireland although it is widespread in 
the Burren in Co. Clare.   Around Lough Carra 
it can be seen in several locations where there 
is good quality limestone grassland and often 
in considerable numbers. The west of Ireland 
Transparent Burnet is subspecies sabulosa and 
is deeper red than that found elsewhere
In Ireland it is only found in the west as shown 
in the National Biodiversity Data Centre map 
below 

Latin Name
Irish Name
Identification 
 
 
 

Habitat
Flight period
Food 
 

Special Note 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Status

TRANSPARENT BURNET MOTH
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Latin Name
Irish Name
Identification 
 

Habitat 
 
 
 

Flight period
Food 

Special Note 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Status 

Rutpela maculata
Not known
Easily identified by its elongated body and 
distinct yellow bands across its dark brown or 
black wing cases 
They lay their eggs and the larvae feed on 
rotting wood.  The adults are active in warm 
weather feeding on pollen and nectar from 
a wide range of wildflowers but particularly 
umbellifers such as Cow Parsley and Hogweed
Usually seen between March and August’
Rotting wood, preferably Birch but also other 
hard woods
The Longhorn Beetles are among the most 
striking of Ireland’s native beetles.  The long 
antennae are often longer than their body length 
and given them their name.   They can spend up 
to three years as a larva in decaying wood.  The 
adults have Batesian mimicry, which means they 
have evolved to mimic the colouration of wasps 
and bees as a form of protection from predators.  
Adults only live for four weeks between the 
months of March to August
Not classified of conservation concern

SPOTTED LONGHORN BEETLE

Ephemera danica
Cuil Bhealtaine
A species of Mayfly with three long tail fila-
ments, translucent wings and slender body
Unpolluted lakes and fast flowing rivers. Larvae 
live in the marl crust of Lough Carra
Main flight period of the adult is end of May 
but they can be seen up to November
Adults do not eat at all whereas the nymphs 
feed on algae and detritus 
Their name comes from the Greek ephem-
eros meaning ‘lasting a day’, which reflects 
their short-lived adult phase. However, their 
lifecycle is complex, with nymphs spending up 
to two years in the water before hatching in 
early May. Lough Carra was once famous for 
its remarkable Mayfly hatching events, with 
these insects serving a vital role in the lake’s 
ecosystem. Mayflies are highly sensitive to 
water pollution and struggle to thrive in nutri-
ent-rich waters. Regrettably, their numbers in 
Carra have experienced a notable decline in 
recent years

Not of Conservation Concern’

Latin Name
Irish Name
Identification 

Habitat 

Flight period 

Food 

Special Note 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Status

GREEN DRAKE MAYFLY
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Latin Name

Irish Name

Identification 

Habitat 

Flight period

Food 

Special Note 

Status 

Orthetrum cancellatum

Scimire Earrdhubh

Brown when it emerges, but gradually the 
male turns powder blue

Shallow lowland lakes with rocky shores, 
frequently seen on the limestone boulders 
around the Lough Carra lakeshore

Late May to the end of August

Adults feed on butterflies, damselflies and 
grasshoppers

The ‘jewel in the crown’ of Lough Carra’s 
dragonflies. One of Ireland’s scarcest drag-
onflies, the larvae emerge from Carra’s marl 
lakebed and undergo metamorphosis into 
adult dragonflies. The empty ‘shucks’ that are 
left behind are known as ‘exuviae’. They fly 
close to the ground or water, hence the name 
‘skimmer’

Least concern

BLACK-TAILED SKIMMER

Lestes sponsa

Spré-eiteach Coiteann

The adults are metallic green.  They have 
the unusual characteristic, for a damselfly, of 
perching with their wings spread 

It mostly occurs in small, shallow lakes and 
ponds and its distribution around Carra 
reflects this.  Usually seen in the relatively 
dense lakeside vegetation of rushes and sedges 
behind the shallow bays

Early June until late September

Adults catch flying insects on the wing

These dazzling damselflies are very sensitive to 
pollution, so their appearance at Lough Carra 
is a positive sign. During their juvenile stage, 
they are aquatic predators, and as adults, they 
hunt in the air

Not of any conservation concern

Latin Name

Irish Name

Identification 

Habitat 

Flight period

Food

Special Note 

Status 

EMERALD DAMSELFLY
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Coccinella septempunctata

Bóín Dé sheachtbhallach

The larvae are dark grey with two pairs of 
yellow-orange spots on the abdomen.  The 
flying adult is 5-8mm in length with red elytra 
(wing cases) and seven black spots.

They are in wide variety of habitats where 
insecticides haven’t been sprayed.

Usually seen between March and September’

Greenfly/Aphids

The most recognizable of the ladybird beetles.  
Adults are most active from Spring to late 
Summer.  They hibernate in cold weather 
in the hollow stems of plants. They are the 
gardener’s best friend because they feed on 
aphids.  The bright colours of the adults warn 
predators that they are distasteful and not to 
eat them 

Common and widespread across Ireland

Latin Name

Irish Name

Identification 
 
 

Habitat 

Flight period

Food

Special Note 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Status 

SEVEN-SPOT LADYBIRD



Emerald Damselfly

Emperor Moth

female Black-tailed Skimmer
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For more information please visit:

www.loughcarra.org
www.loughcarralife.ie

www.npws.ie 
www.biodiversityireland.ie/irish-dragonflies-damselflies/

www.mothsireland.com
Images: Larger Carder Bee by Karina Dingerkuss; Green Drake Mayfly adult by David Lambroughton;  

Green Drake nymphs by Ken Whelan; All other images by Lynda Huxley 
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