
 

Declining Species 
The Marsh Fritillary is one of the 
most rapidly declining butterflies in 
Europe.  Primarily a wetland 
species, it is particularly sensitive to 
changing farming practices such as 
intensification and abandonment.  

The UK is a major European 
stronghold for the species with 
Wales holding significant 
populations.  

The conservation of this butterfly 
hinges on knowing where our core 
populations are, how they are faring 
and providing evidence-based site-
specific management advice.   

The Wales Marsh Fritillary 
Surveillance Programme was  

 

established in 2012 by Butterfly 
Conservation (BC) in partnership 
with Natural Resources Wales 
(NRW).  
 

Larval Web Monitoring  
A standardised approach to larval 
web monitoring is used to steer the 
collation of useable data runs from 
historic larval web data and to guide 
the establishment of surveillance of 
key populations.  

Coverage of the surveillance 
network has grown from an initial 
ten populations in 2012 to twenty-
one populations in 2015 (17% of 
Wales’ Marsh Fritillary populations).   

Continued inside …. 

Photo: 
Marsh Fritillary butterfly,      

credit G Tordoff 
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Continued from front … 

Butterfly Conservation 
coordinates the annual larval 
web surveillance with the 
fieldwork undertaken by a 
combination of staff and 
volunteers from BC, NRW and 
the Wildlife Trusts, as well as 
Jacobs Engineering UK Ltd (on 
behalf of Welsh Government).   

 

Reporting  

Annual larval web indices are 
calculated to ascertain site-
level trends; this data is 
fundamental to reporting on 
Special Areas of Conservation 
(SAC) condition, allows a close 
eye to be kept on our strongest 
populations to ensure their 
protection and appropriate 
management, forms the basis 
of feedback to land managers  

 

and is also an important means 
of monitoring the success of trial 
management practices to further 
our knowledge of habitat 
management for the butterfly.   

The indices are also combined to 
produce a Wales-level species 
trend which is vital for reporting 
on conservation progress for the 
butterfly. 

Work to include further key 
populations in the network is in 
progress and includes habitat 
mapping on extensive sites to 
help determine how surveillance 
can practically be delivered.  

 

Marsh Fritillary butterfly Surveillance Programme  

Images from top to bottom:  
Web monitoring (C. Williams); 
Marsh Fritillary larval web 
(G.Tordoff);    
Fixed web transect routes at 
Harlech NNR (C. Williams). 
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Scarce Hook-tip is restricted to 
ancient Small-leaved Lime woods in 
the lower Wye Valley.  

This moth also occurs in high 
places - in 2014, using a ‘cherry 
picker’, we discovered that the 
caterpillars are found in the canopy 
of mature lime trees. This year, in 
conjunction with local NRW staff, 

we carried out light trapping 
for the moth at several 
potential new sites in 
Monmouthshire.  

Surveys were very successful 
with Scarce Hook-tips being 
recorded at four new sites, 
more than doubling the 
number of Welsh woodlands 
where the moth is known to 
occur.  We can now try to 
ensure that all mature Small-
leaved Limes in these woods 
are protected, and that new 
trees are allowed to mature to 
provide habitat in the future.      

Images (credit G Tordoff):                                     
Scarce Hook-tip  (St Pierre Wood); 
Surveys at height. 

Butterfly Conservation has 
worked on several  of 
Wales’ Priority (Section 42) 
moth species in 2015.  

Distribution surveys have been 
carried out on two very rare 
species: Silurian and Scarce 
Hook-tip.  

The work has also revealed 
more about the ecology of these 
species, which will aid their 
future conservation. 

In the UK the Silurian moth is 
known from just a few mountains 
in south-east Wales and 
Herefordshire. Recent surveys 
have focussed on the Black 
Mountains, in the Brecon 
Beacons National Park.  

In April 2015 seven BC staff and 
volunteers carried out a 
caterpillar survey at the northern 
end of Darren Lwyd – an area 
not searched previously. 
Surveys have to be undertaken 
after dark using torches as the 
larvae hide under moss during 
daylight.  

 

A record total of 91 Silurian 
caterpillars were found. 
Interestingly three caterpillars 
were feeding on Crowberry 
rather than the usual Bilberry, 
so we gained new information 
about the moth’s ecology.  

Surveys have been ongoing for 
six years, with help from BC 
volunteers and NRW staff. In 
this time the known range of 
the moth has increased 
dramatically. Knowing where 
the moth occurs will help us 

prevent damaging activities 
in the future. 

 

Images (credit G Tordoff):  
Mountain Survey at Night; 
Silurian larva. 

Rare Moths in High Places 
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The Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary 
is likely to have occurred 
extensively over what would have 
been a huge moorland area in 
Denbighshire prior to afforestation.  
These moorland populations now 
survive in the ‘non-forest’ habitat - 
the remnants of damp grassland, 
flushes and moorland, mainly 
associated with riparian areas, 
which escaped planting.  This 
network of open riparian habitat 
within the extensive forest system 
has enabled the butterfly to survive 
within a much changed 
environment, including the more 
recent change to continuous cover 
silviculture.  

The butterflies’ continued survival in 
this landscape is the result of a 
fifteen year partnership between, in 
the early years, Butterfly 
Conservation, Forestry Commission 

Wales and Forest Research and 
latterly Butterfly Conservation and 
Natural Resources Wales.   

Evidence-based conservation has 
underpinned this project from the 
start.  Initially work concentrated 
on better understanding the key 
habitat requirements of the 
butterfly and its ability to move 
through the forest. MSc student 
projects, supported by Butterfly 
Conservation, then used this data 
to look at the impact of 
management scenarios on the 
persistence of the butterfly.  This 
key information has helped us to 
understand what the butterfly 
needs at both the individual site 
and broader network 
(metapopulation) level. 

The challenge then is to translate 
this information successfully into 
practical management for the 
butterfly on the ground. Butterfly 
Conservation’s annual 
management recommendations 
are delivered on the ground by 
NRW.  

Management focusses on 
maximising habitat area and 
quality on individual sites largely 
through scrub clearance (mowing 

of rank vegetation will be trialled this 
winter) and on maintaining and 
improving the habitat connectivity 
both within and between individual 
sites.   

Annual monitoring by Butterfly 
Conservation of the species and 
habitat response to the management 
provides evidence that what we’re 
doing at individual sites is working 
and critically that the rotational 
management is happening at an 
appropriate spatial and temporal 
scale to sustain the required 
conditions and enable the species to 
persist across the forest landscape.   

Butterfly Conservation continues to 
showcase this successful 
partnership, via press releases, 
newsletter articles and, for the first 
time this year, a guided walk.   

 

Clocaenog Forest: partnership working at a landscap e-
scale to conserve the Small Pearl- bordered Fritillary 

Images: 
Small Pearl-bordered Fritillaries  (T. Pope); 
Marsh Violet , the larval food plant  
(C. Williams); 
Riparian habitat management  
(C. Williams);  
The Clocaenog site network (C. Williams).   
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A new grazing scheme shows that 
innovation and flexibility can 
deliver landscape scale 
improvements for the Marsh 
Fritillary butterfly.  

It has taken Butterfly Conservation, 
NRW, Neath Port Talbot CBC and 
commoners five patient years to 
set up the scheme near Seven 
Sisters in Neath Port Talbot. It links 
a small common, enclosed fields 
and the conversion of a failed 

forestry plantation to marshy 
grassland. 

This site is also one of five Welsh 
sites for the rare Narrow-bordered 
Bee-hawkmoth. 

The project required installing cattle 
grids on Rhos Common then 
fencing three large compartments 
on a former forestry plantation at 
Seven Sisters. This was to ensure 
low stocking rates on the sites to 

create the right conditions for the 
Marsh Fritillary butterfly to breed.  

The mosaic of site ownerships has 
meant working within the legal 
requirements of the different bodies 
involved; enabled by excellent 

working relationships between the 
project partners and graziers. 

The initial results suggest the project 
is working with general 
improvements in the quality of the 
sites and Marsh Fritillary colonising 
one of the new grazing 
compartments.  

However, there are challenges 
ahead as grazing agreements have 
to be renewed while maintaining the 
network of sites available to the 
commoners. Local drivers also need 
to get used to free roaming cattle on 
Rhos Common for the first time in 
many years. So far only one animal 
has been hit and on-going 
awareness raising will be necessary. 

Patience rewarded :  
Landscape restoration for  Lepidoptera  and livestock  

 

 

 

 

Images:   

Marsh Fritillary:             
Gareth Tonks 

 

Narrow-bordered Bee Hawk-
moth larva first Instar :         
G Tordoff,  

 

Narrow-bordered Bee Hawk-
moth adult: M J Clarke 



Butterfly Conservation Factsheets 

 

Species and Habitat 
Fact sheets 
Butterfly Conservation has fact 
sheets detailing the ecology of more 
than 50 different butterflies and 
moths Habitat management 
recommendations are also 
included.  There are also three fact 
sheets detailing the importance of 
Aspen, Goldenrod and Sweet 
Chestnut as foodplants for a wide 
range of moths and other insects. 
They cover habitat management for 
moths on these plants.  

If you would like copies of any of 
these fact sheets please contact 
Butterfly Conservation or download 
from  

http://butterfly-
conservation.org/4970/reports-
and-factsheets.html  

 Images: Examples of Factsheets 
and leaflets available from the 
website; many are bilingual. 

 

 

For further information about the work of Butterfly 

Conservation on butterflies and moths in Wales 

please contact:   

wales@butterfly-conservation.org 

01792 642972  

Natural Resources Wales contact  for Lepidoptera  
conservation:    

Mike Howe 03000 654813 
Michael.Howe@cyfoethnaturiolcymru.gov.uk  

About Butterfly Conservation 

Butterfly Conservation is the largest conservation 

charity in Europe with nearly 15,000 members in 

the UK.  Its aim is the conservation of butterflies 

moths and our environment.  

It runs conservation programmes on over 100 

threatened species of butterfly and moths as well 

as world leading recording and monitoring 

programmes.  Further information      

www.butterfly-conservation.org  

Key Contacts for BC and NRW 
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