
Editorial 

Discovery and Communication are key elements of the 
work of BioSyB. Natural history collections, libraries and 
taxonomic expertise are our strengths and with these we 
continue to explore biodiversity. Much of the fauna and 
flora of the world remains to be described and even at 
home startling discoveries can still be made (see Ghost 
Slug below). Our taxonomic work supports conservation 
biology, biogeography, phylogenetics and produces 
taxonomic tools for the whole of the biological community, 
both at home and internationally. 

Despite this range of activity we are the first to admit 
that we have been reluctant communicators, relying too 
heavily on our exhibitions for our public interface, and 
shying away from presenting our scientific research to the 
widest audience.

This newsletter is part of a suite of initiatives now in 
progress to explain in more detail the work of BioSyB, its 
collections, new acquisitions, discoveries, partnerships and 
events. This newsletter will also be available electronically 
and expanded versions of some items will appear on the 
Museum’s Rhagor webpages. We intend to hold open 
days, expand our training sessions and through a new 
gallery development bring contemporary environmental 
issues and scientific discoveries to a wide audience. We 
hope that you will find this newsletter a fascinating insight 
into the work of museum specialists and the collections 
held by Amgueddfa Cymru - National Museum Wales.

Dr Graham Oliver

Head of Department

2010 International Year of Biodiversity

 Biodiversity is essential for our survival. During 2010, 
organisations around the world will highlight both the 
human impact on the natural world and the perils of 
inaction, but also the many success stories as we work 
together to halt the loss of our biodiversity. The Museum 
is part of the IYB-UK partnership, an informal network of 
organisations that plan to promote an understanding of 
biodiversity during the International Year of Biodiversity. 
Future editions of this newsletter will feature articles and 
event information as the year unfolds. 

For more information and press releases, visit: 

www.museumwales.ac.uk

Name: Selenochlamys ysbryda, Ghost Slug
Origin: Western Caucasus
Established: Gardens throughout South Wales
www.museumwales.ac.uk/en/rhagor/article/Ghost_Slug

Britain’s Most Haunted

Britain’s fauna continues to swell with alien species, 
a proportion of which go on to become pests. One of 
the strangest recent arrivals must be the Ghost Slug 
Selenochlamys ysbryda, brought to our attention by a 
Cardiff gardener in 2007. This large, blind and ghostly 
white species feeds only on live earthworms which it 
encounters deep in the soil. 

The species could be (and had been) mistaken for an 
albino form of one of the 35 other British slug species but 
research, using the Museum’s fluid-preserved collections 
and rich library, showed it was far more exotic. It was a 
previously unknown member of an obscure family living 
in soil and caves on the far eastern fringe of Europe, and 
had probably arrived in soil or compost around plant roots. 
Nothing like it had been seen in western Europe before. 
Curious as to whether it had spread, we produced an ID 
guide and appealed for sightings in the media. The public 
response was tremendous, with queries received from 
throughout Britain and worldwide. 

We now know that the Ghost Slug occurs in gardens 
throughout south Wales, and recently records have been 
verified from England. Who knows which species will turn 
up next, and where?

ben.rowson@museumwales.ac.uk
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Royal Botanic Garden Orchid Models

Due to our reputation and unique expertise in the 
field of conservation of wax models, conservators 
at the Museum, Annette Townsend and Vicky 
Purewal, are currently renovating a collection of 
25 wax orchids belonging to Kew Gardens. 

These models were commissioned by the former 
Director of Kew, Thiselton Dyer, and were 
modelled by Edith Delta Blackman (1868 – 1947) 
from beeswax, paraffin wax, wire and fabric. 
They were exhibited at the Gardens for many 
years where the hot, dry conditions resulted in 
severe damage to the collection. In 2005, private 
sponsorship enabled the conservation of the 
models to begin.

The conservation of wax collections is painstaking 
and slow. However, the entire collection has now 
been photographed, documented, and cleaned, 
and storage boxes custom-made for each one. 
Annette and Vicky are currently completing the 
final repair work before hosting a visit from the 
sponsor in 2010. Kew Gardens hope to remount 
the models and create a new display at some 
time in the future to highlight this exquisite 
collection.

Conservation Officer (modelmaking): 
 annette.townsend@museumwales.ac.uk

Botanical Conservation Officer: 
 vicky.purewal@museumwales.ac.uk

Zoological Conservation Officer: 
 julian.carter@museumwales.ac.uk

Using Diatoms to monitor water quality

Diatoms are abundant microscopic algae in aquatic 
habitats. They have silica cell walls resistant to decay and 
are sensitive to environmental change. This makes them 
ideal indicators of ecological problems such as nutrient 
enrichment, acidification and climate change. 

We are participating in several national and international 
projects on diatom biodiversity and their use in the 
assessment of water quality. In mid-Wales a large-scale 
liming project, in collaboration with Cardiff University, the 
Centre of Ecology and Hydrology, and The Wye and Usk 
Foundation, aims to combat acidification in the upper River 
Wye, enabling the recovery of river biodiversity and in 
particular the return of salmon. 

In south Wales, the current status of water quality in the 
newly-created freshwater lake at Cardiff Bay is being 
assessed, supported by the Cardiff Harbour Authority. 

Further afield in Nepal, a study of high altitude freshwaters 
in the Everest National Park, funded by the World Wildlife 
Fund, is investigating the impact of pollution from tourism 
and provides baseline data against which future changes 
due to a warming climate can be assessed. 

All these projects involve the expertise of the curator 
of diatoms in the Museum, Dr Ingrid Jüttner, who has 
extensive experience in the application of diatoms to 
ecological monitoring and is the only expert world-wide on 
diatoms from the Himalaya in Nepal.

ingrid.juettner@museumwales.ac.uk

Diatoms are

	 •	 Microscopic	algae

	 •	 Species-rich	in	all	freshwaters	and	the	sea

	 •	 Indicators	for	environmental	change



Professor John Richards donates the 
National Taraxacum Collection

The Museum is the custodian of the Welsh National 
Herbarium. Comprised of specimens of vascular and lower 
plants, this collection is used for taxonomic research, to 
confirm identifications, for DNA studies, and as a long 
term source of data. As such, it is valuable to taxonomic 
professionals and to amateur naturalists alike. Within the 
vascular section of the herbarium are a number of notable 
discrete collections, including a collection of Taraxacum.

In 2007, the Museum received the “National Taraxacum 
collection”. Professor John Richards, one of the world 
experts on Dandelions, compiled this unique collection 
during 40 years of research, and it now forms the basis 
of the current taxonomic understanding of Dandelions in 
Britain and NW Europe. Dandelions reproduce clonally 
and occur as numerous similar yet consistently different 
forms. As the different species can be difficult to identify 
without a reference collection, this donation to the Museum 
of 3294 specimens, representing 530 species, is a vital 
research tool. 

Tim Rich, Head of Vascular Plants, led a team of 6 
colleagues during the subsequent curation of the 
specimens. “The collection has been completely 
remounted using conservation-grade materials, computer 
documented in full, and the specimens integrated with 
the existing NMW Taraxacum specimens. The combined 
Taraxacum collection now comprises 6189 specimens 
representing 560 species. 73% of the material is from 
Britain and 26% from continental Europe, with a few 
specimens from countries further afield such as 
Australia. 

It is now a stunning collection, and in international 
terms is the third most important collection in Europe, 
and possibly globally, after the collections in the Czech 
Republic and Holland.”

Head of Vascular Plants: tim.rich@museumwales.ac.uk
Head of Lower Plants: ray.tangney@museumwales.ac.uk 

The Museum has an important role to play in disseminating 
the natural sciences to the public and to the formal 
education sector. In 2009, like other museums and 
organisations across the world, Amgueddfa Cymru - 
National Museum Wales celebrated the 200th anniversary 
of the birth of Darwin. 

To mark this occasion, a team from the Departments 
of Biodiversity and Geology, with colleagues from the 
Exhibitions Unit, created an exhibition on Darwin and his 
work. It highlighted the importance of the time Darwin 
spent in Wales – something overlooked by most.

The exhibition featured a map of his voyage on the Beagle 
and touched on some of his many areas of research – coral 
reefs, barnacles, earthworms, variety in domesticated 
animals. It also discussed examples of evolution in action, 
with reference to specimens from the museum collections 
and current museum research.

The Darwin exhibition has been very successful since 
its opening in February 2009, with over 63,000 visitors 
by the end September. A series of events throughout the 
year complemented the display, including lunchtime and 
evening talks, family activity days and schools workshops. 
Particularly successful was a series of evolution-based 
activities devised by the Natural history education officer 
aimed specifically at secondary school classes, a sector 
notoriously difficult to get into the Museum. Summer term 
activities attracted 23 different schools (of which 16 were 
secondary) and involved 753 pupils. 

Evaluation exercises and visitor comments during the 
year will inform future outreach work of the Museum, 
particularly as we now move into another milestone year, 
the International Year of Biodiversity in 2010.

Department	awarded	Nuffield	Student	Bursary 
Field sampling work began this summer at the now 
disused site of a smokeless fuel factory in Abercynon, S 
Wales. Surveys in the 1980s indicated a high proportion 
of melanism in populations of the spittle bug Philaenus 
spumarius. Sampling will reassess the ratio of dark to 
light forms, to investigate possible responses to the now 
clearer environment since the factory closure.

mike.wilson@museumwales.ac.uk

Phyllis	Knight-Jones	Collection 
In January 2009, Dr Phyllis Knight-Jones, a Welsh 
taxonomist internationally renowned for her expertise in 
polychaete research and a former Honorary Research 
Associate of the Museum, passed away suddenly. Her 
daughter Gaynor contacted the Museum and donated all 
specimens and research material to our collections. Holly 
Morgenroth has been appointed on a six-month maternity-
cover post to conserve and curate the collection.

andy.mackie@museumwales.ac.uk

Celebrating the 
Great Man

Tim Rich, Head of Vascular Plants



BIOTIR Reports.
Studies in Terrestrial and Freshwater Biodiversity and Systematics

BIOTIR 3
The New Molluscan Names

of
César-Marie-Felix Ancey

including illustrated type material from the 
National Museum of Wales

Harriet Wood & Jennifer Gallichan
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BIOTIR 2
The Landsnails of Madeira

An illustrated compendium of the landsnails and slugs 
of the Madeiran archipelago

Mary B. Seddon

BIOTIR Reports.
Studies in Terrestrial and Freshwater Biodiversity and SystematicsISBN 978-0-7200-0585-1

Recent	publications
The Landsnails of Madeira. An illustrated 
compendium	of	the	landsnails	and	slugs	
of	the	Madeiran	archipelago.	
Mary B Seddon, 2008. 
Studies in Biodiversity and Systematics of 
Terrestrial Organisms from the National 
Museum of Wales.  
Biotir Reports 2, 204pp., 32 pls.

The	 New	 Molluscan	 Names	 of	 César-
Marie-Felix	Ancey	including	illustrations	
of	 type	 material	 from	 the	 National	
Museum of Wales. 
Harriet Wood & Jennifer Gallichan, 2008.
Studies in Biodiversity and Systematics of 
Terrestrial Organisms from the National 
Museum of Wales. 
Biotir Reports 3, pp. i-vi, 162pp., 26 pls.

For	 information	 on	 publication	 costs	
and to receive an order form for either 
publication,	please	send	an	email	to:	
biosyb@museumwales.ac.uk

News in brief

• Biodiversity Duty was introduced by the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act which came into force in 2006. 
All public authorities in England and Wales are required to consider the conservation of biodiversity in exercising their 
functions. BioSyB staff have been carrying out biodiversity surveys at all Museum sites to find out what species are present. 
The results are to be compiled this autumn and winter.

• A specimen of the small wood boring beetle, Ernobius pini was found at the St Fagans National History Museum during 
the recent Biodiversity Duty survey. This rarely collected naturalised species is associated with pines, and has not been 
recorded before from Wales.

• During the Biodiversity Duty survey at the National Slate Museum, Llanberis, a lichen was found growing on the slate 
boundary wall. This specimen, identified as belonging to the genus Staurothele, does not match any species known from 
Great Britain up to now. It will be studied further, and DNA analysis should confirm whether it is a species new to science.

• Multiclavula mucida, a species of fungus new to Britain, was found by Alan Orange in Morvern, western Scotland, in 
October 2008. The identification was confirmed recently by matching its DNA with two specimens from France and Australia. 
Multiclavula is one of the few basidiomycete fungi which associates with algae to form a lichen. 

• Lesser Garth Cave near Cardiff is one of only two sites in the UK for the rare cave spider Porrhomma rosenhaueri. CCW 
has contracted the museum to carry out a survey to develop a system of Common Standards Monitoring (CSM) to assess 
the current population of the cave.

• In 2008 a swordfish, Xiphias gladius, 224 cm long, was washed up on Barry Island beach in south Wales, brought to  
the Museum and stored in the deep freeze. A two-part plaster mould was made of the specimen and an epoxy resin and 
fibreglass cast is currently being completed for exhibition in 2010. 

British Bivalves

A new web based identification aid to British Bivalve 
Molluscs is due to be unveiled soon by BioSyB staff. The 
website which includes around 360 species is the first 
guide to British Bivalves published in nearly 50 years and is 
the only comprehensive guide to cover not only seashore 
and intertidal species but also those of the continental 
shelf and the deep water of the abyss. This free resource, 
funded by the Department of Energy and Climate Change, 
is designed to assist biologists and ecologists carrying out 
biodiversity surveys in response to the increased demand 
for oil and gas exploration in the UK.
Oliver, P. G., Holmes, A. M., Kileen, I. J. & Turner, J. A. 
2009 Marine Bivalve Shells of the British Isles (Mollusca: 
Bivalvia).  

Severn Estuary Baseline Surveys

The department’s Marine Section has a wide experience 
of benthic surveying off the coast of Wales. Between July 
and August 2009, the Marine section with volunteers from 
around the department took faunal and sediment samples 
from 85 stations within the Severn Estuary area and 
Bridgwater Bay using the Swansea University vessel R.V. 
Noctiluca. 

With a possible Severn Barrage under current investigation 
these samples are a marker of the communities currently 
inhabiting the region at this time.

andy.mackie@museumwales.ac.uk


