
Fully funded 2 year Masters by Research with potential to progress to PhD (subject to 
funding & progress) 
Supervisors: Professor Yvonne Buckley (Trinity College Dublin), Dr. Evelyn Moorkens, Dr 
Brian Deegan (Irish Water) 
 
Status of habitat suitable for restoration of the rare Geyer’s Whorl Snail (Vertigo geyeri) at 
Lough Talt in the Lough Hoe Bog Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) 
 
The minute whorl snail Vertigo geyeri is classified as Vulnerable (IUCN) in Ireland, is listed in 
Annex II of the Habitat’s Directive and is a qualifying interest for the Lough Hoe Bog SAC. 
The snail has not been found at the site since 2007 and compensatory measures for ongoing 
water usage from Lough Talt are needed to restore suitable habitat for the restoration of 
snail populations at the site.  
 
The student on this two-year Masters by Research project will work with a multidisciplinary 
team of ecologists, Malacologist, and ecohydrologist to determine the current status of the 
Lough Talt habitat to be rehabilitated, together with equivalent studies in current functional 
habitats where Vertigo geyeri is known, and where donor individuals for a conservation 
translocation may be sourced. 
 
Postgraduate fees, a stipend of €18,500 per year and research and travel costs are provided 
for two years.  
 
The following selection criteria will be applied to applications. 
Essential: 

• Hold an undergraduate or taught Masters degree in an appropriate discipline (e.g. 
ecology, zoology, botany, conservation, environmental sciences) with at least a 2:1 
grade (or equivalent) 

• Demonstrated aptitude and motivation for independent research in ecology 

• Full driving license 

• Ability to undertake fieldwork in remote locations independently 

• Demonstrated aptitude for species identification and use of species identification 
keys  

Desirable: 

• Experience in habitat assessment 

• Experience in Mollusc biology / identification  

• Experience in population biology, restoration, conservation, ecohydrology 
 
The successful applicant will be invited to register for a Master in Science (Zoology) 
postgraduate research degree at Trinity College Dublin. While funding is initially in place for 
a two year Masters by research degree there may be an opportunity to extend this to a PhD 
subject to additional funding being available and satisfactory progress to Masters level. 
 
Applicants should submit a cover letter and cv to Professor Yvonne Buckley 
(buckleyy@tcd.ie) by July 31 2021. The position will start in September 2021. 
  

https://www.tcd.ie/Zoology/research/groups/buckley/
https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/sac/000633
mailto:buckleyy@tcd.ie


Detailed description of the project: 
The upgrade of the Lough Talt Public Water Supply is the first planning permission granted 
under Article 6.4 of the Habitat’s Directive (due to imperative reasons of overriding public 
importance), as the plan for the upgrade did not pass an Appropriate Assessment that it could 
be achieved without damage to the Conservation Objectives of the Natura 2000 network 
designated site Lough Hoe Bog Special Area of Conservation (SAC) (Site Code: 000633).  
 
The planning permission includes a requirement for compensatory measures (Moorkens et 
al., 2020). The compensatory measures involve the artificial enhancement of the 
groundwater levels during the period where the drinking water abstraction from Lough Talt 
continues, until such time as the abstraction is removed to a new supply. 
 
The enhancement of the groundwater levels must be done to a level that can support the 
rare whorl snail Vertigo geyeri. Since 2007, Vertigo geyeri has not been found at the site. A 
number of ecological and hydrogeological investigations have been undertaken, and these 
have been summarised in Moorkens (2016) and RPS (2016). 
 
The compensatory measures include ecological and hydrogeological studies and measures. 
The two aspects will be considered together in order to provide the best confidence in the 
measures and their outcomes.  
 
Task 1: 
Undertake a literature review of Vertigo geyeri and its habitat and microhabitat types. It lives 
in the EU habitats of Alkaline fens: low sedge-rich communities (Annex I Habitat 7230), 
petrifying springs with tufa formation (Annex I habitat 7220) transition mires and quaking 
bogs (Annex I habitat 7140), and rich fens of CORINE 54.2 (Romão, 1996; Devillers et al., 
1991). This falls within the more general habitat of rich fen and flush (PF1) of Fossitt (2000), 
and its microhabitats are described in Moorkens & Killeen (2011).   
 
The specific areas that support V. geyeri are within a wider mosaic of heather hummocks and 
denser vegetation, and are specific to emergent seepages, where they typically fit the 
characteristic vegetation classification within the Caricion davallianae alliance, 
characteristically being distinguished by Carex viridula, Parnassia palustris, Campylium 
stellatum, Drepanocladus revolvens, Orchis mascula, Eleocharis quinqueflora, Pinguicula 
vulgaris, Carex panicea, Schoenus nigricans, Briza media, Succisa pratensis, Equisetum 
palustris, Mentha aquatica, Hydrocotyle vulgaris, and Menyanthes trifoliata (Rodwell, 1991). 
 
Further familiarization is needed with the drivers of these groundwater dependent habitats, 
thus the literature review should include papers from research on groundwater movement in 
a fen environment.   
 
An appropriate micro-habitat regime is a key requirement for the spring-seepage habitat to 
function to a level that will support V. geyeri and the many species that are protected under 
the umbrella of a habitat with this function. There have been many hydrogeological studies 
to date at Lough Talt, and the student must become familiar with these studies and take part 
in multi-disciplinary meetings to ensure the smooth interaction of the ecological work with 
the hydrological component.  



Depending on the results of hydrological monitoring, changes may be needed in the design 
of locations of investigative sites, and the student is expected to contribute to all areas of the 
overall project interactive effort. 
 
Task 2: 
With the assistance of Dr Moorkens, the student needs to familiarize him or herself with being 
able to find and identify both habitat and associated snail species including Vertigo geyeri. 
 
Identification of snail species will be assisted with the use of Dr Moorkens’ reference 
collection of molluscan shells. Identification of snails in their habitat will be assisted by field 
visits with Dr Moorkens. 
 
The student will ensure that a thorough knowledge and understanding of the NPWS 
Conservation Objectives for the snail and the other Annex I habitats that will be studied, and 
undertake to request any licence required to work at these protected sites. 
 
Task 3: 
The student will study the proposed rehabilitation and translocation area at Lough Talt.  Based 
on best available knowledge from NPWS survey records at the time, a series of 3 potential 
donor sites will be chosen to undertake initial survey.  
 
The initial survey will consist of the initial set up of a series of quadrats for intensive repeat 
monitoring. These are already marked at Lough Talt, but equivalent quadrats will be needed 
at the potential donor sites. The student shall come up with a proposal of ecological 
measurements (e.g. vegetation height, % open water, relative humidity, light level, 
microtopography, plant and snail species observed) to assess the initial quality of the 
quadrats for Vertigo geyeri. Sufficient work needs to be undertaken at the proposed donor 
sites to ensure that there are sufficient numbers of Vertigo geyeri and other fen snail species 
present to not pose a threat to the donor site by supplying individuals for translocation. 
 
Following this detailed study, the location of the donor site/s will be proposed in a scientific 
report. 
 
Task 4: 
At the Lough Talt investigative quadrats, and at the agreed donor location quadrats, the rest 
of the studies will be undertaken. The design of these studies will be to compare the two sites 
and provide evidence that the Lough Talt site has sufficient groundwater levels to meet the 
demands of Vertigo geyeri.    
 
This is proposed to be done by including an observation of surface wetness on at least 
monthly intervals, and through using weight changed in water-absorbing small clay pellets, 
studies of which should be undertaken over varying weather stress conditions, including a 
period forecasted to be hot and dry. 
 
The expanded clay pellets are half of the weight of sand and gravel and can absorb up to 30% 
of their own weight in water. They mimic the size of small snails and assist with the 
measurement of ‘‘moisture stress” that a snail is likely to experience under dry conditions. 



The pellets are saturated with water and weighed using a micro scales, and placed in groups 
in a range of appropriate microhabitat areas of no more than 20cm x 20cm that relate to the 
phreatic monitoring locations of Moorkens (2016) and RPS (2016) and equivalent areas at the 
putative donor site. The ability to retain soil surface saturation is assessed by measuring the 
change in weight of the pellets after exposure for different times, as was used by Kuczynska 
& Moorkens (2010).   
 
Areas of microhabitat that retain surface saturation will be considered to be suitable for snail 
translocation. If no areas are found to be suitable, this informs the feedback process to 
change the groundwater enhancement  / irrigation system. 
 
Task 5: 
Following a year of monitoring and the results of clay pellet studies, a scientific report shall 
be produced in collaboration with the hydrogeological partners to disseminate results and 
recommend whether to proceed to the Phase 2 translocation. 
 
The student shall produce a Thesis to the level required for the awarding of this degree. 
 


