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Charles Darwin
The Father of Earthworm Ecology

The Formation of Vegetable 
Mould Through the Action of 
Worms (1881) Darwin

“worms have played a more 
important part in the history of 
the world than most persons 
would at first suppose."
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Why are earthworms so 
poorly recorded?

No formal 

recording 

scheme 

collating records





Problem 1: Identification Resources

Linnean Society Earthworm 
Synopsis (1999) by Sims & Gerard

 Very comprehensive
 Dichotomous key
 Line diagrams
х Difficult to understand
х Dated taxonomy
х Expensive for volunteers 

(£18.50 + P&P)



Problem 1: Identification Resources

Key to the Earthworms of the UK & 
Ireland (2012) by Emma Sherlock

 Dichotomous key
 Easy to understand
 Summary comparison table of 

features
 Colour photographs
 Affordable (£7.50 + P&P)
х Less comprehensive



Problem 2: Identification Training

2009

2012



2013: What is the National 
Earthworm Recording Scheme? 

Role of the NERS:

• Undertake sampling of areas for earthworms

• Train and support earthworm recorders

• Create guidance for earthworm recording

• Engage with the general public

• Collate all earthworm records of the British Isles

• Share ESB earthworm records through NBN



A recording scheme with no records

Time for a strategy… with defined targets…

1. 12 recorders actively collecting accurate 
earthworm records 

2. 3 trainee identification course tutors enrolled 
during 2014

3. Produce 100 earthworm records (species X 
locality) during 2014



A recording scheme with no records

•No formal recording scheme collating records
•Need to access alcohol to preserve specimens 
when collected
•Earthworms live underground
•Current identification key was aimed at 
taxonomists
•No accessible earthworm ID training courses
•Need to have access to a microscope
•Need to kill specimens to identify
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•Current identification key was aimed at 
taxonomists

Microscope 
NOT included X



•No accessible earthworm ID training 
courses



•No accessible earthworm ID training 
courses
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•Need to have access to a microscope
•Need to kill specimens to identify



In addition…





So, did the changes result in 
earthworm records?
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