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Emma Sayer meets Graeme Lyons

Graeme at work – he doesn’t 
look like a birdwatcher 
Emma says, slightly 
breathlessly. Photo credit: 
Gemma Harding

Basic taxonomy of different groups of organisms, species 

identification, and the classification of vegetation used to 

form the foundation of ecological teaching at universities. 

Nowadays, it appears that these subjects have gone out 

of fashion or are no longer deemed to be necessary for 

undergraduate students. Many ecology students seem to 

be completely uninterested in naming anything other than 

their species/organism of interest. To make matters worse, 

university field courses – widely recognised as the best 

teaching method for species identification in an ecological 

context1 – are being dropped from the curriculum due 

to financial constraints. At the same time, the subject of 

‘biodiversity’ has become more and more topical; the 

term is even frequently used in the news media (practically 

unthinkable 10 years ago!) Courses in species identification 

offered by non-academic organisations such as the FSC 

and the wildlife trusts are very well subscribed – often fully 

booked or with a waiting list – and species identification is still 

perceived to be a highly valuable asset in applied ecology. It is 

also an essential first step in species and habitat conservation.

 

1 Randler, C. (2008) Teaching species identification – a prerequisite for learning
 biodiversity and understanding ecology. EURASIA 4:223-231.

Pogonocherus fasciculatus – a bird-dropping 
mimic and a first for Sussex. Photo credit: 
Graeme Lyons (in considerable pain – see blog 
entry 13.4.12)

So although taxonomy as a university-taught subject is fading 

fast, there is continuing demand for ecologists with excellent 

identification skills in applied and conservation ecology. I 

wanted to know more about the value of species i.d. skills 

for both applied ecology and ecological research, so I spent 

an interesting afternoon in Brighton quizzing Graeme Lyons, 

ecologist at the Sussex Wildlife Trust and Chairman of the 

Sussex Moth Group, about his obsession with identifying 

everything that crosses his path (from a robberfly on a 

cow-pat to a spider hiding behind his keyboard or a beetle 

crawling on his rucksack). In his own words, Graeme does 

“not look like a birdwatcher”, but he IS a pan-species lister 

(a person’s pan-species list is a list of all the valid species of 

animals, plants, fungi and protists they have seen in Britain, 

Ireland or the Channel Isles. See link below) – for the last 

three years he has kept a detailed record of all the species 

he has id’d (including when and where it was collected). I 

first came across Graeme’s twitterfeed (@graemelyons) when 

he was on his way to his 4000th species. Fascinated, I also 

started reading his blog (see link below). When I met him 

in September, he had just added two new species to his list, 

bringing his total up to 4089.

Graeme started identifying birds at the tender age of 11 

and then moved on to butterflies, moths, and plants. He 

now has over 20 years of experience and is working his way 

through different groups of arthropods. I must admit that I 

expected pan-species-listing to be akin to stamp collecting 

or trainspotting. I was wrong. He sees keeping a tally of the 

species he identifies as an incentive to become a well-rounded 

naturalist and to learn obscure or difficult groups. “I want 

to at least know enough about a group to be able to talk 

to specialists on their own terms”, he explains. He also sees 

species identification as the key to conservation planning and 

to inform land management: “each species tells a story about 

a site... even species that look very similar can have different 

niches, so it’s important to be able to tell them apart”. His all-

consuming passion for species identification has helped him 

enormously in his conservation work: by branching out and 

learning to identify new groups of species he can conduct 
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both vegetation and entomological surveys for the Wildife 

Trust and gets a more complete picture of a habitat. To date, 

he has recorded five new species for Sussex.

Hypsosinga pygmaea (top) 
& H. sanguinea (bottom); 
identified by differences in 
their epigynes. Photo credit: 
Graeme Lyons

Graeme agreed that many graduate students who want to 

move into conservation work have poor taxonomy skills but 

he doesn’t think it needs to be a university-taught subject. 

When I asked him how we should get students interested in 

learning to key-out and name species, he suggested we start 

very early: “someone needs to start some kind of mentoring 

system – spotting kids with talent and a passion for nature 

and nurturing that passion early on”. His own interest 

in identifying species began as a child when he started 

birdwatching with a teacher from his school. Having someone 

to stimulate his interest in the natural world and share his 

enthusiasm for identifying species engendered a fascination 

that dominates his professional life as well as a lot of his spare 

time; it has also made him a highly skilled all-round ecologist. 

His enthusiasm is infectious and Graeme believes strongly 

in sharing knowledge: he takes his specimen collections to 

local schools to talk to kids about his work and runs a number 

of very popular courses at the Sussex Wildlife Trust. He also 

takes the time to show field assistants and volunteers how 

fascinating species identification can be and how easy it is to 

learn. The pan-species listers also help each other out, despite 

the competition: “Listing species creates a kind of natural 

hierarchy: there’s always someone who knows more groups of 

species than you but then you know more than someone else. 

Instead of competing, you should learn from those above you 

in the hierarchy and teach those below.” 

One issue I hadn’t anticipated was the bad reaction he often 

gets when people realise that he needs to kill some species 

to identify them correctly. Many seem to be particularly 

squeamish about killing insects (and dissecting their genitals) 

in the interests of conservation because it’s done on purpose. 

“Often when I’ve found a rare species, people who should 

know better say: ‘and thanks to you there’s one less in the 

world’. They don’t understand that anything that needs to 

be identified under a microscope has to be dead – you can’t 

have it moving around!” There’s no other way of doing it 

and using molecular techniques won’t help – you still need a 

taxonomist to identify which species you’ve just sequenced.

Nicrophorus vespillo mistakes Graeme’s bag for 
a rotting corpse. Photo credit: Graeme Lyons

After talking to Graeme, the excuses for my own substandard 

identification skills (‘I’m an ecosystem ecologist, I can’t learn 

that many species ’ and ‘I simply don’t have time ’) sound 

pretty feeble. ”It’s never been easier to identify things” he 

says, referring to the wealth of widely available literature, 

tools and forums online. “Anyone can take a picture down 

a microscope with a cheap digital camera. You just need to 

know who to show it to.” Ecologists should learn to identify 

their species and the earlier they start, the better.

You can find Graeme on twitter (@graemelyons), 

read his blog ‘The Lyons Den’ http://www.

analternativenaturalhistoryofsussex.blogspot.com and 

follow (or join) the pan-species list on Mark Telfer’s blog: 

http://markgtelfer.co.uk/listing/

A good list of species identification courses (including those at 

the Sussex Wildlife Trust) can be found on www.countryside-

jobs.com under ‘training’.
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