
Obituary for Bob Saville (1952 – 2010) 

With the death of Bob Saville The Wildlife Information Centre has lost one of its key 

inspirers.  He was the person who created the record centre and through his personal 

enthusiasm and good ideas, brought it to its current position of being one of the leading LRCs 

in the UK. 

Without doubt Bob Saville was one of the best known faces in biological recording in 

Scotland over the last 25 years.  Even those who never met him had had various telephone 

and/or email discussions with him as he tracked down and investigated some aspect of 

wildlife data.  His enthusiasm and determination on behalf of the local record centre for the 

Lothians, now known as The Wildlife Information Centre, was a lesson to us all on how to 

understand what was happening in the very complex community of natural historians. 

Bob was born on the 9th February 1952 in Wolverhampton and went to Wolverhampton 

Municipal Grammar School.  He went on to read chemistry at Southampton University and 

obtained a Master of Philosophy degree from Wolverhampton Polytechnic in 1977.  After a 

short time working using his chemistry skills Bob wanted to try something different and, 

choosing at random, came up to Edinburgh and joined the Scottish Wildlife Trust as a trainee 

biological recorder and developed his interests in many different groups of wildlife as he 

learnt about surveying and recording.  These included plants, bryophytes and lichens but 

culminated in a passion for invertebrates.  He obtained a job with the SWT as a Team 

Supervisor and in this role trained a great number of people in the skills and disciplines he 

had developed. 

Eventually Bob secured the job to create and manage the first biological records centre for 

the Lothians; Wildlife Insite.  This ground breaking initiative involved collecting together all 

known data about the wildlife of the area and adding to it through original surveys.  Many of 

these were carried out by Bob’s Team but others such as the Secret Garden project in 1995 

involved substantial promotion and publicity to encourage the public to provide wildlife 

information.  This included the SWT’s publication in 1997 of The Dragonflies of the 

Lothians which provided all of the detailed distribution information required about this 

fascinating group of insects.  At his peak photographs of Bob looking for bugs of some sort 

were frequent in the local papers. 



  

Bob Saville searching and sharing his expertise whilst searching for invertebrates 

With the decreasing funding for training through the SWT the records centre became an 

independent company with Bob as the only member of staff.  In this role he developed 

contracts with the local authorities and other bodies in the Lothians to supply biological data 

and services to help them fulfil their biodiversity duty.  LWIC proved to be so effective and 

successful that it currently covers the Scottish Borders as well as the Lothians and now 

operates as The Wildlife Information Centre. 

Bob’s contribution to biological recording has been to develop a wide range of analytical and 

statistically based methods to use the available biological data in an applied way.  Routinely 

these methods are used to scrutinise planning applications for the potential effects on wildlife 

and to identify the remaining wildlife hotspots, the Local Biodiversity Sites, as the first step 

in their conservation. 

Throughout the period Bob worked for the record centre he was developing an interest in one 

of the more obscure and least studied group the Barkflies (Psocoptera), previously known as 

booklice.  These tiny creatures live almost everywhere especially on the trunks and leaves of 

trees and bushes.  Bob set out to survey the local species through intensive sampling and as 



he gained in experience he extended the searches to other places, especially locations where 

rarities had been found or where no barkflies had ever been recorded.  To try and make sense 

of some of the apparent anomalies of barkfly taxonomy Bob developed working relationships 

with several of Europe’s experts in the discipline including Dr Charles Lienhard of Geneva. 

The most important contribution to the understanding of Psocoptera was Bob’s energetic 

development of the National Barkfly Recording Scheme 

http://www.brc.ac.uk/schemes/barkfly/homepage.htm which provides encouragement, fact 

and awareness-raising of this group.  In particular his ground breaking web-based 

photographic key to the species of barkfly is a huge help in the fundamental requirement to 

be able to easily and confidently identify the different species.  Thanks to a wealth of 

excellent digital photographs taken by Bob, his wife Val and his colleagues throughout the 

UK anyone can be stepped through the identification process in an unambiguous way ending 

up with excellent close-ups of the living animals to confirm identification. 

More recently Bob turned his attention to the question of why were several species of barkfly 

living on the same tree trunk.  On the hypothesis that they may be eating different food such 

as algae or lichens, he set up with help from staff from the Royal Botanic Gardens miniature 

experiments of different samples of these foods presented to samples of barkflies.  

Meticulous measurements of what had and had not been eaten clarified what each species 

favoured but as with all good research this identified a lot more questions that needed 

answering. 

Fundamentally Bob was a great enthusiast and never stopped both enthusing others and 

investigating some new aspect of wildlife that caught his imagination.  Certainly there are 

very few naturalists in the Lothians and elsewhere who do not know Bob either directly or by 

reputation.  As the sole staff member of LWIC and then TWIC he managed to turn his hand 

to all aspects of the job.  In particular he loved looking at the data TWIC held and finding 

ways in which the analysis could be automated.  Using the power of modern computers with 

their databases and Geographical Information Systems he devised many procedures which 

are now being used in several of our neighbouring LRCs. 

Bob is survived by his wife Val while working at the Scottish Wildlife Trust and they married 

in 2008.  He leaves a son Paul.  Bob passed away peacefully in hospital in Edinburgh on 

Thursday 9th September after a sudden deterioration in his longstanding condition and will 

be greatly missed by us all. 

http://www.brc.ac.uk/schemes/barkfly/homepage.htm


Bob will be most fondly remembered by all that met him and were inspired by him; doing 

what he loved, observing nature. 
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The personal papers Bob has published include:  

The barklice (Insecta: Psocoptera) of the Lothians (Scotland), B Saville, Glasgow 

Naturalist, 1999, Volume 23; Number 4, pages 50-54. 

New British Barklice (Psocoptera) since 1974, B Saville, Entomologist’s Monthly 

Magazine, 2001,Volume 137, pages 79–83. 

Dilophus bispinosus Lundström (Diptera, Bibionidae) new to Scotland, Dipterist Digest, 

2002, Volume 9; Part 1, page 18. 

Some notable British barkfly (Psocoptera) observations, Saville, B. Alexander, K. A. 

Dolling, W. R. Kirby, P, Entomologists Record and Journal of Variation, 2005, Volume 117; 

Part 1, pages 35-39. 

The identity of Stenopsocus species (Psocoptera: Stenopsocidae) in Britain, Robert E. 

Saville, British Journal of Entomology and Natural History, 2009, Volume 22, pages 7-13. 



Notable British barkfly (Psocoptera) observations in 2008 and 2009. R. (Bob) E. Saville, 

Entomologists Record and Journal of Variation, 2010, Volume 122; Part 4, pages 170-172 

An initial study of the feeding and egg-laying preferences of bark dwelling psocids 

(Psocoptera) using composite bark blocks, Robert E. Saville, Entomologist’s Record and 

Journal of Variation, 2010, Volume 122, pages 35-42. 

 

Dr Alastair Sommerville, TWIC Chair, September 2010 


