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SUMMARY

1. Lopham and Redgrave Fen is one of only two locations for Dolomedes plantarius (the fen
raft spider) in Britain. Its survival there is endangered by the drying-out of the fen as a result
of water abstraction. 1995 was the fifth successive year in which systematic census work to
assess the status of D. plantarius was undertaken on the Fen. It was also the fourth year in
which management operations to maintain open conditions in the pools occupied by the
spiders, were conducted.

2. The 1995 census used the census area and methodology established in 1993 and 1994
although only a single, summer, census was conducted, rather than the spring, summer and
autumn censuses undertaken in the previous two years. The census comprised three replicate
counts at two day intervals, at randomly selected pools within the two centres of population,
on Little and Middle Fens.

3. On Little Fen the spider population remained precariously small but showed a slight
increase from 1994. Its range remained very similar to that in 1994. On Middle Fen the
population was more than double that in 1994 although its range contracted. For the first
time in five years no spiders were recorded on the unirrigated pools. Most of the increase
in population size was in spiders hatched in the very successful 1994 breeding season. If this
increase is to be sustained good conditions for successful breeding next year are essential.
The numbers of adult female spiders recorded in 1995 were lower than in 1994. Although
the single census prevented direct comparison with breeding success in previous years, there
was evidence that less breeding attempts were made in 1995 than in 1994,

4. The irrigation water supply was switched on at the end of June but by mid-July water
levels in both irrigated and unirrigated pools were lower than those recorded in any of the
previous three years. Irrigation was less successful in maintaining water levels on Middle Fen
than on Little Fen. By late August water levels were extremely low, with 80% of unirrigated
and 22% of irrigated pools drying out on Little Fen. On Middle Fen, all Mean readings from
piezometer tubes located throughout the Fen showed that 1995 water levels were the second
lowest since recording began in 1976. On Middle Fen all but two of the 23 unirrigated pools
was completely empty at this time. Although water losses from the irrigated pools on Middle
Fen were substantially greater than on Little Fen, none of the irrigated pools dried out
completely because of their greater depth. Loss of emergent marginal vegetation nevertheless
made them unsuitable for breeding D. plantarius.

5. In addition to the annual census, a rigorous comparison was made of trends in the spider
population over the last five years. To obtain a five year run of comparable data, a census
was also conducted on the pools which comprised the 1991/°92 census area and were also
monitored in 1993 and 1994 as part of an experimental assessment of the effects of pool
management. This census was conducted at the same time in July as the main census using
equivalent methodology.

6. Analysis of the five year data set, including data from pools in both the original and new
census areas, was carried out using a poisson regression model developed for extensive



monitoring data. This showed that there has been significant variation between years in spider
numbers and that the patterns of variation in the Little and Middle Fen populations have
differed significantly. Annual indices of abundance are generated by the model. It is
recommended that this analysis be repeated each year to generate further indices of
population change.

7. The minimum requirement for monitoring the numbers of D. plantarius at Lopham and
Redgrave Fen is an annual summer census using the established methodology. The reduction
in census frequency to once-annually reduces the ability to predict and detect deleterious
changes in the population.

8. All management work on the spider pools was conducted in the second half of May on
pools included in the 1993/°94 management experiment. The sample of pools left unmanaged
in 1993 and 1994 was managed for the first time and pools managed in those years were left
unmanaged. The management work comprised cutting the bank vegetation at a 45° angle from
the water and cutting just below the water, and removing, emergent vegetation.

9. It is recommended that management operations in 1996 should be carried out in May and
be confined to removal of emergent vegetation from pools left unmanaged in 1995. More
radical removal of emergents, rather than trimming at water level, is recommended.
Management operations should continue on an experimental basis, using the two samples of
pools designated in 1993. Although the practical need to alternate the sample of pools which
is managed will make it increasingly difficult to identify the precise operation responsible for
any significant changes in population resulting from management, it is nevertheless important
to assess whether or not management is having positive effects.



1 INTRODUCTION

This report provides both a brief description of the status of Dolomedes plantarius on
Lopham and Redgrave Fen NNR in July 1995 and an analysis of trends in its population
since systematic monitoring was instigated by English Nature’s Species Recovery Programme
(SRP) in 1991. Management work on the spider pools, undertaken by the Suffolk Wildlife
Trust (SWT) and changes in the water table during summer 1995 are also described. This
report is intended to be read in conjunction with Duffey (1991) and Smith (1992, 1993, 1994,
1995), which provide detailed background.

1.1 Aims
1.1.1 1995 CENSUS WORK

The aims of the census work in 1995 were two-fold. First, the status of the spiders on Little
and Middle Fens was assessed using the census scheme established in 1993 (Smith 1993).
Second, a rigorous assessment was made of trends in spider numbers over the five year
period since systematic census work was instigated by the SRP, as recommended in the
Species Action Plan (Smith 1995). To achieve a five-year run of comparable data for this
analysis, pools comprising the 1991 and 1992 census area (Duffey 1991, Smith 1992), and
subsequently monitored in as part of the management experiment in 1993 and 1994 (Smith
1993, 1994), were monitored again in 1995.

Reduction in funding for the D. plantarius project meant that only a single census was
undertaken, on a voluntary basis, in July, rather than the three censuses (in spring summer
and autumn), funded by the SRP, in the previous two years.

As in previous years, data on water levels in the pools were collected during the census.
Since variations in water levels during the season, and particularly in late summer, are
thought to be one of the main determinants of breeding success in any one season, water
levels in all pools were also measured in late August.

1.1.2 MANAGEMENT WORK

In 1993 and 1994 management designed to maintain the open nature of the vegetation around
the core spider pools was carried out on an experimental basis, with a randomised sub-sample
of pools on both Little and Middle Fens being left unmanaged. Analysis of the effects of
management on spider numbers in 1994 showed that they were significantly lower on
managed pools (Smith 1994). The failure of the management operation was thought to be
attributable to the weakening of marginal and emergent Cladium mariscus by three
consecutive years of cutting. It was concluded that C. marsicus around the pools should not
be cut more frequently than every three years. Because of the practical need to ’rest’ the
managed pools, management work in 1995 was restricted to the sample of pools left
unmanaged for the previous two years. To minimise disturbance to the spiders, cutting of
marginal and emergent vegetation, previously carried out in early spring and late summer
respectively, was combined in a single operation during the period between emergence from
hibernation and the start of the breeding season (see Smith 1994). Details of the management



