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Professional Updates

Proposed New Guidance for 
Commissioning Terrestrial 
Invertebrate Surveys –  
A Call for Feedback

Introduction
Estimates vary considerably but based 
on Stork (1993) and Mora et al. (2011), 
at least 72% of all described species are 
invertebrates. There are more than 30,000 
terrestrial and freshwater species in the 
UK alone (Key, Drake and Shepherd 2000); 
of which 4,942 (c.15%) have a nature 
conservation status (JNCC 2014)1. 
Invertebrates play a vital role in ecosystems, 
providing key services such as pollination 
(Potts et al. 2010), recycling of waste 
materials (dung and vegetation) (Nichols 
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et al. 2008), soil quality (Santofuro et 

al. 2012), biocontrol of pest species 

(Shaw, Bryner and Tanner 2009) as well 

as significant biodiversity (Kirby 1992) and 

cultural values (Marren and Mabey 2010). 

Yet, within the ecological research 

(Leather 2009) and commercial sectors 

(Drayson 2011), invertebrates are given 

a reduced or negligible consideration 

compared with other fauna or flora (except 

perhaps lower plants).

This omission has been the experience 
of both authors in their respective fields; 
one predominantly working within the 
commercial consultancy sector and the 
other with a national NGO. The reasons 
why invertebrates are overlooked is 
likely to be complex, arising from a 
mosaic of ignorance, lack of awareness, 
misconceptions, taxonomic inexperience 
or prejudice. Invertebrates are also 
‘competing’ with more favourable or 
‘charismatic’ groups such as mammals 
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and birds with greater legislative and 
policy protection. At the time of writing, 
the current Government recognised the 
importance of invertebrates, pollinating 
insects in particular, as a consequence 
of its National Pollinator Strategy 
(Defra 2014)2 and there are a number of 
landscape scale initiatives being funded 
to address these issues such as Buglife’s 
B-Lines (Evans 2012)3. Invertebrates are 
also protected via various mechanisms, 
including Priority Species4 and via Priority 
Habitats such as Open Mosaic Habitats 
on Previously Developed Land (OMH) 
on brownfield sites and old/ancient 
woodland, hedgerow and grassland 
communities on greenfield sites. All these 
habitats can and do come into potential 
conflict with development. 

The current National Planning Policy 
Framework (DCLG 2012)5 clearly prioritises 
development on brownfield land, 
providing it is not of high environmental 
value (Paragraph 17). Provisional results 
of the OMH habitat inventory (http://
habitatsurveys.esdm.co.uk/home.aspx) 
undertaken by Natural England indicate 
between 6% and 8% of brownfield sites 
in England support this priority habitat. 
The Thames Gateway is one of the largest 
development zones in Europe and at 
least 15 Priority Species are associated 
with this region; in addition to over 100 
Red Data Book and over 400 Nationally 

Scarce species (Buglife 2008) as well 
as a remarkable number of rare and 
scarce bees and wasps, including c.74% 
of the national fauna (Harvey 2000). 
Nevertheless, over half of the high value 
brownfield land was lost in this region in a 
five-year period between 2008 and 2012 
(Buglife 2013). These facts emphasise 
the importance of conducting robust 
invertebrate surveys as well as more 
familiar faunal surveys (e.g. for great 
crested newts Triturus cristatus). 

There is clearly a strong case to address 
the significant need for coherent guidance 
aimed at non-specialist ecologists. An 
objective is to enable ecologists with 
limited or non-existent invertebrate 
knowledge to determine if surveys are 
required, have the confidence to advise 
their clients accordingly, to enable 
informed decisions that can underpin 
robust Ecological Impact Assessment (EcIA) 
or Environmental Statements (ES). 

The guidance would take the practitioner/
decision-maker through a journey from 
the initial site visit and desk study that 
has informed a Preliminary Ecological 
Appraisal (CIEEM 2013)6 to a robust 
decision as to whether more detailed 
invertebrate surveys are required.

Objectives
Ecologists are expected to be familiar 
with the drivers (legislation, policy and 
best practice) to recommend protected 

species surveys for a wide range of fauna 
and flora, in particular great crested newts 
(English Nature 2001), reptiles (Gent and 
Gibson 2003), bats (Hundt 2012), birds 
(Gilbert, Gibbons and Evans 2008) and 
flora (e.g. Rodwell 2006). However, there 
is a limited amount of guidance available 
to inform the non-specialist of the drivers 
or whether invertebrate surveys should be 
commissioned; and if they are, what to 
expect in terms of taxonomic coverage, 
extent (in geographic terms), duration 
(number of visits and season), methods 
and analysis. English Nature published a 
leaflet7 which aimed to assist practitioners 
in determining if an invertebrate survey 
would be required, though it was not, 
in the authors’ and other entomologists’ 
view, particularly helpful. For example, it 
states, “There are no hard and fast rules 
about when an invertebrate survey should 
be requested from a developer, but any 
site that may have ‘good’ invertebrate 
interest should be examined in some way.” 
(English Nature 2005, p. 4). The use of the 
word ‘good’ is unqualified and leaves the 
non-specialist none the wiser as to how to 
proceed.

There is a recognised skills gap within 
the profession relating to invertebrate 
ecology (IEEM 2011)8 which can inevitably 
lead to inconsistency, in terms of whether 
surveys are commissioned or not; or if they 
are, the detail and quality of the work 
which is undertaken. There is therefore 
a pressing need for ecologists, land and 
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Notes
1 Data available via the JNCC website (http://jncc.
defra.gov.uk/page-3408; last accessed 14 March 
2015).
2 Available online: https://www.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_
data/file/370199/pb14221-national-pollinator-
strategy.pdf; last accessed 4 March 2015.
3 Information (including report) available online: 
https://www.buglife.org.uk/campaigns-and-our-
work/habitat-projects/b-lines; last accessed 4 
March 2015.
Available online: https://www.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/6077 
/2116950.pdf last accessed 12 March 2015.
Available online: http://habitatsurveys.esdm.co.uk/ 
last accessed 12 March 2015.
4 Priority species and habitats are identified as a 
requirement under section 41 and section 42 of 
the Natural Environment and Rural Communities 
Act 2006 (England and Wales respectively); section 
2 of the Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 
2004 and section 3 of the Wildlife and Natural 
Environment (Northern Ireland) Act 2011.  
In Ireland, ‘priority’ is used only in the context 
of EU Annexed habitats. Habitats and species 
protected at national level are listed under the 
Wildlife Acts, 1976 to 2012 which include the 
Flora Protection Order (SI 94 of 1999); European 
habitats and species are protected under the 
European Communities (Birds and Natural 
Habitats) Regulations 2011 (SI 477 of 2011). 
5 Available to download via the Government 
website (https://www.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file 
/6077/2116950.pdf; last accessed 14 March 2015).
6 Available online: http://www.cieem.net/data/
files/Resource_Library/Technical_Guidance_Series/
GPEA/GPEA_April_2013.pdf; last accessed 4 
March 2015.
7 Available to download here: http://publications.
naturalengland.org.uk/file/116024; last accessed 
14 March 2015.
8 Available online: http://www.cieem.net/data/
files/Resource_Library/Education/Education-
Ecological_Skills_Project_Final_Report.pdf;  
last accessed 7 January 2015.

environmental managers to have guidance 
available to them, which would enable 
them to make informed decisions which 
can be defended if challenged by the 
client, decision-makers, consultees, or at 
Public Inquiry. Importantly the guidance 
can also be used by decision-makers and 
planners to conclude whether invertebrate 
surveys should have been commissioned; 
or if they were, did they meet minimum 
expected standards.

The guidance will not cover in detail how 
to undertake an invertebrate survey, or 
analyse the results as there is technical 
guidance available (e.g. Drake et al. 2007, 
Chandler 2010). However, it will signpost 
to relevant literature and provide 
case study examples of best practice. 
Likewise, it will not cover or introduce the 
identification of invertebrates. Whilst there 
is a range of literature aimed at the general 
naturalist (e.g. Chinery 2007, Brock 2014), 
these only include a limited number of 
representative taxa and should not be 
relied upon for professional surveys.

Content 
The proposed content will aim to reduce 
inconsistency and provide a structured 
approach to decision making. It is 
envisaged that the guidance will include an: 

• overview of legislation, policy and 
existing best practice;

• general overview of habitats/ features of 
relevance to invertebrates; 
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• habitat features of particular relevance 
to invertebrates in relation to familiar 
habitat terminology;

• what sites should be surveyed; and

• case studies.

Where possible, decision-making flow charts 
will be incorporated into the guidance.

It is also intended that the guidance will 
sign-post or highlight subject areas to 
inform expectations as to what the  
client, consultant and decision-maker 
should expect from an invertebrate  
survey, including:

• timings (e.g. seasons and need/
appreciation to consider restrictive 
phenology);

• frequency;

• types (e.g. scoping; detailed general 
survey; targeted survey);

• methods (e.g. active and passive 
techniques);

• taxonomic coverage (what species 
groups should be covered and in  
which habitat(s));

• interpretation and analysis; 

• mitigation and enhancement; and

• assistance for ecological clerk of works.

Feedback
As part of the guidance development, 
feedback will be requested from 
experienced entomologists as well as 
non-specialists as to how the guidance 

could best serve their needs and where 
they feel they could most benefit from it. 
In the first instance, generic feedback to 
allow us to understand how consultants 
currently consider invertebrates and 
what triggers their use to determine if 
surveys are needed. Are there constraints 
(e.g. perceived legislative weaknesses) 
or resistance (e.g. financial and work 
programme burdens) that they feel exist 
or have experienced? How could guidance 
overcome these perceived weaknesses and 
resistance? Are there any other generic 
points not covered in this article that you 
feel should be included?

In order to provide this feedback, in the 
first instance, please contact Richard 
Wilson via e-mail (see end of article) or by 
post to CIEEM’s address.
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