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SPECIES MANAGEMENT SHEET

Zircon reed-beetle  
(Donacia aquatica)

The Zircon reed-beetle is a distinctive 

metallic-blue beetle with a reddish stripe 

running down the length of each wing case 

and a golden underside.  It is similar to the 

Common reed-beetle (D. vulgaris), which 

has partly reddish rather than all-black 

legs.  The Zircon reed-beetle was formerly 

widespread in wetlands across large parts 

of Britain.  It is now restricted to  

Inverness-shire and a few other sites in 

England.  This decline has resulted in it 

being added to the list of Section 41 

Conservation Priority Species. 

Life cycle

The beetles are visible between May and July, 
tending to sit on the leaves of emergent vegetation.  
They lay their eggs at the base of these plants in 
early summer and have aquatic larvae which feed 
on the underwater parts of emergent vegetation.  
The larvae eventually form tough cocoons  
attached to the plant roots, within which the  
pupae will overwinter, and emerge as adults the  
following spring. 

Distribution map 

Old records are scattered across Britain but today 
it is only known from Sussex, Cumbria and a few 
sites in Inverness-shire in the Scottish Highlands.  
It was also recorded from Upper Lough Erne in 
Northern Ireland in 1992.  

Habitat

Adults can be found are usually found in 
small numbers on emergent vegetation 
at the edges of open water, including rivers, 
streams, ditches, pools and larger 
lakes.  Sites are often dominated 
by sedges such as Lesser 
pond-sedge, Bottle sedge and 
Bladder sedge, with Branched 
Bur-reed and Reed  
sweet-grass sometimes 
present too.  It is found in 
lowland sites in southern England and upland  
sites in north-west Britain, generally on old 
wetlands with acidic, peaty soils.

Reasons for decline

This species is threatened variously by infilling 
of ditches and pools, disturbance to marginal 
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vegetation, changes in vegetation through eutrophication, 
water abstraction.  At some sites, water margins can 
potentially be damaged by excessive numbers of waterbirds 
or grazing stock.

Habitat management

Measures to help conserve Zircon reed beetle include:

l Retaining large stands of sedge-dominated emergent 
vegetation and protecting these against excessive 
disturbance

l Preserving a fairly stable water level, though a limited 
summer drawn down of water levels may be a normal 
feature of some sites

l Carrying out any necessary desliting annually but on a 
4-year rotation, by dividing a site into four blocks, with 
only one block cleared each year leaving most of site 
undisturbed each year

l Any such clearance should occur between November and 
February, when the reed-beetle and other invertebrates are 
in their dormant phases

Environmental Stewardship options 

HLS options
HQ1/HQ2 - Maintenance of ponds of high wildlife value  
< 100m² or > 100m².
HB14 - Management of ditches of very high environmental 
value.
HQ6/7/8 - Maintenance/Restoration/Creation of fen. 

ELS options
EB6/EB7 - Ditch and half-ditch management options.
EE7/EE8 - Buffering in-field ponds in improved permanent 
grassland or arable land.

Bottle sedge.
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