
 
 

Back from the Brink – Species summary  
Southern Damselfly 
 
 
BftB project: IP01 Dorset’s Heathland Heart 
 
Project lead organisation: Plantlife  
 
Contact: enquiries@plantlife.org.uk 
 

Species name – 
common & scientific Southern Damselfly – Coenagrion mercuriale 

Photograph 

 
© Alex Hyde / Back from the Brink 

Taxon group Insect - Odonata 

Conservation status NERC S.41, GB Redlist - IUCN Endangered, W&C Act sch 5, Hab Dir Ann 
II. 

UK distribution 

The New Forest is the major stronghold with scattered populations in 
Mynydd Preseli in Pembrokeshire, the Pebblebeds Heaths in Devon, the 
Dorset Heaths, the fringes of Dartmoor the Gower Peninsula and on the 
water meadow ditch systems of the Rivers Test and Itchen in 
Hampshire. There are single small populations in Anglesey and 
Oxfordshire. 

Habitat associations 

The Southern Damselfly requires base-rich, shallow water with a 
permanent slow-to-moderate flow and relatively high water temperature 
that does not drop below freezing. In the UK it is found mainly in 
heathland streams and runnels in valley mires but there are also 
populations in two chalk rivers and their associated ditches. The 
watercourses must be open and unshaded with abundant submerged 
and emergent vegetation and clean, unpolluted water with a high oxygen 
content. Bankside vegetation is important to provide sites for perching 
and adult emergence and a degree of shelter is needed (either 
topographic or from adjacent vegetation). A layer of silty deposits or 
peat provides larval habitat within the stream bed. 
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BftB work carried out:  

Survey & Monitoring  

Annual monitoring was carried out (both BFTB staff-led and self-led 
volunteer surveys) at 5 locations. A further 2 sites, both with access 
constraints, were monitored once. Two new sites were also found by 
BFTB vols and partners staff during the project period, and will be 
monitored in the future. The co-ordination of volunteer monitoring is 
being taken over the by the Purbeck Heaths dragonfly project under the 
umbrella of the Purbeck Natural History Forum. 

Sites habitat 
management works 

About 1.5ha of selective tree thinning and pollarding was carried out at 
Hartland Moor, Creech Heath, Stoborough Heath and Corfe Common 
during the project. In addition, leaky dams were installed at all sites over 
700m of stream and 100m of stream re-profiling was carried out at 
Creech while 0.3 Ha of rush cutting was carried out at Stoborough in 
2018 and 2021 to encourage cattle down into the mire. (Management 
work is also underway at the Blue Pool under a Countryside Stewardship 
agreement).  

Technical advice 
provision 

Advice was given to site managers about ongoing management and a 
handover pack provided for sites where management was carried out. 
Training was provided for RSPB.  
BFTB convened a Dorset Southern Damselfly steering group which has 
met twice for partners to share experience and to facilitate joined-up 
working across boundaries (this role has been passed to the British 
Dragonfly Society).  

Links made with other 
taxa / conservation 
work? 

Management for Southern Damselfly was integrated with management 
for Pillwort on Hartland Moor. Prescribed burns for Lesser Butterfly 
Orchid were designed to encourage cattle into the Southern Damselfly 
area to enhance grazing.   

Wider engagement & 
advocacy activities? 

Awareness was raised through volunteer survey events, talks to the Wild 
Purbeck partnership, 16th European Heathland Workshop, Dorset 
Recorders, Bournemouth Natural Science Society.  
A factsheet was created for this species. 

BftB results obtained:  

Recorded Distribution 
(in BftB focal areas) 

Southern Damselfly is currently known from 6 locations (5 sites) in 
Dorset, with recent additional records of fewer than 10 individuals from 
2 other sites nearby (see Map 1). Only one individual was recorded from 
Povington in 2018 and none have been recorded since  

Recorded Abundance of 
species populations 

 The overall population has increased from 202 in 2016 to 464 in 2021 
at the 4 sites surveyed annually. The populations at Hartland have 
continued to increase. The population at Stoborough RSPB  has 
remained stable (but tiny), the population at Creech and Corfe increased 
initially and then dropped but have remained around 4 x higher than pre-
BFTB levels.  

Species Recovery Curve 
progress made 

 

1 – 8 Species Recovering (partially). Recovery has been seen at 4 
locations where restoration has been carried out, resulting in a 
population increase of 90%. Although a tiny population at one 
restoration site was not relocated in 2021, restoration downstream has 
resulted in new colonisation here. In addition, a new population was 
discovered by BFTB surveyors and is thought to be a result of dispersion 
due to high numbers at a nearby restoration site. These increases should 
be seen in the context of longer-terms declines and low 
numbers/extinction at 2 other sites. 
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The start point was an underestimate given the amount of work that has 
been carried out on Southern Damselfly in Dorset, Devon, the New 
Forest. 

Recommendations for 
future work:- 

 Ongoing monitoring is required to assess the longer term effectiveness 
of the BFTB interventions and current management. Conditions at 
Povington were suitable when last visited (following restoration work 
oustide of this project) and this site should still be included in any future 
monitoring. The possiblity of enhanced grazing should be explored at 
Creech Heath, where the restored stream is becoming choked with 
rushes. Across Purbeck, further work to enhance the habitat in strategic 
locations with suitable water quality is recommended.   

 

 

Map 1: The distribution of Southern Damselfly across the Dorset Heaths. 


