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Foreword

When I began studying spiders in the late 1970s, the only identification guide available comprised written descriptions of all known British species with line drawings of the male and female genitalia to aid identification under a microscope. As a beginner’s guide it left a lot to be desired, with the rather technical language in the species accounts, much of it unfamiliar to me, and the sheer amount of information packed into the two volumes; it was all rather daunting to a budding arachnologist. There was a real need for some sort of ‘user-friendly’ identification material to introduce the rather hidden world of spiders to those wishing to learn more.

Richard Lewington also became interested in spiders in the 1970s when he started to illustrate the live spiders he’d collected. I first met him when we collaborated on the production of a Field Studies Council identification chart House and Garden Spiders, which was published in 2002. Richard had already provided spider illustrations for a BBC Wildlife magazine poster, which formed the basis for this chart. Additionally, he had already illustrated several Field Study Council charts on other invertebrate groups. His attention to detail and his insistence on using live specimens as his subjects for spider paintings marked him out as a highly professional and very gifted arachnological (and entomological) illustrator.

This Pocket Guide marks a return for Richard to his early interest in spiders. It is his first complete book on spiders and includes recent paintings as well as those produced early in his illustrative career. Spiders are not the easiest subjects to paint, particularly in natural positions, but there are examples where Richard has used his considerable skill and knowledge to give very realistic, and stunning, images of how spiders appear in the field. For anyone interested in discovering more about spiders, this guide is an ideal introduction. Not only does it celebrate the fantastic variety of spiders we have in Britain but will also, I hope, dispel some of the undeserved fear and anxiety which these amazing creatures often induce.

Lawrence Bee, Past President, British Arachnological Society




Conservation

Unlike for some other invertebrate groups, such as bees and butterflies, which we traditionally regard as charismatic, the conservation of spiders receives a low profile. Media attention to spiders usually focuses on ill-founded, sensational stories about these creatures ‘invading’ our homes and the lurid consequences of their (very rare and usually harmless) bites. But whatever we feel about spiders, we are just as dependent on them as on other major animal groups. As well as an ever-increasing number of groundbreaking medical and material science benefits accruing from the remarkable properties of spider silk and venom, spiders are vital to the healthy functioning of the ecosystems on which we all depend. They occupy a pivotal position, being both a copious food supply for many species, including birds, and one of the most abundant and important predators of other invertebrates. It is estimated that spiders consume between 400 and 800 million metric tonnes of prey – largely insects – annually, equating to around 1 per cent of the earth’s net terrestrial primary production; for comparison, human consumption of meat and fish amounts to an estimated 400 million tonnes. These figures may be hard to conceptualise, but they equate most overtly to the control of vast numbers of bothersome and biting insects, some of which are major disease vectors.

For spiders to fulfil this vital role in nature effectively, they must be abundant. However, as with most groups of animals and plants, the populations of many spider species have been drastically eroded by radical and accelerating changes to the countryside, particularly since the second half of the twentieth century. The loss of wild places to intensive agriculture, and urban and industrial development, is well documented. Yet the impact of these changes on most invertebrates, for which records – particularly before the 1970s – are sparse, is more difficult to quantify. As well as the effects of habitat loss, declining food supply for spiders has been an inevitable consequence of the wide-scale use of pesticides, which began to devastate wildlife after the Second World War. Much more recently, very large-scale declines in flying insects have again become a major cause of concern right across western Europe, evidenced not least by the very conspicuous decline in numbers killed on vehicle windscreens. Causes and specific effects are likely to be complex, but neonicotinoid pesticides, introduced in the 1990s, are widely implicated. Evidence that this decline has had predictably severe consequences for orb-weaving spiders, which rely on flying-insect prey, is exemplified by studies of the common Garden Spider Araneus diadematus in Belgium, and in lowland Switzerland where, over a 40-year period to 2019, numbers had declined by over 99 per cent.

Despite these challenges, and set against a background of declining abundance, some spider species are thriving and their distributions in Britain are increasing. Some of these, such as the diminutive but distinctive Cricket-bat Spider Mangora acalypha, are native species formerly confined to southern England, but which appear to be benefiting from the warming climate. Others have arrived from the Continent, bridging the sea by ‘flying’ on gossamer strands – so-called ballooning – but most are hitchhikers arriving with the global flow of goods and people. In the past, the majority of these non-natives would have perished or established only near port cities and in frost-free buildings, but increasingly the warming climate allows new arrivals to establish and to spread rapidly. The Daddy Long-legs Spider Pholcus phalangioides, for example, almost certainly imported via the wine trade in the 1860s, remained largely confined to buildings on the south coast until the 1980s. It then began a rapid conquest of Britain, becoming the most frequently seen spider in many homes, and a major predator of native large house spiders Eratigena species. In warmer areas, it can now survive winter outdoors, a trend that looks set to continue. In 2019, an Australian native, the Grey House Spider Badumna longinqua, was recorded in Britain for the first time. Its colonising abilities are well known, first invading New Zealand, becoming one of the commonest species there, and then Japan, the Americas and South Africa. In Britain it seems set to become widespread very rapidly, with records from numerous locations, including port cities, garden centres and the surrounding countryside, by 2023.

Following on from the profound impacts of habitat loss and pesticides, the increasing numbers of non-native spider species establishing in Britain, facilitated by the changing climate, pose new threats to native species. As well as direct predation and competition for food, non-natives are likely to bring diseases and parasites to which native species have no
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