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Managing land for 
butterflies and moths

Thriving landscapes can deliver food, resources and public  
goods including healthy habitats. The way that land is managed  
determines how valuable it is for wildlife. Many butterflies and  

moths are in trouble and need tailored solutions from land  
managers and policymakers to help them. 

This document outlines successful land management tools for saving our more  
widespread but declining butterflies and moths. Butterfly Conservation also outline  
a set of principles for delivering effective land management. It is based on scientific  
research, our monitoring programmes and our practical experience on the ground.

Our evidence

1 Landscape-scale working has 
been Butterfly Conservation’s 
approach since the early 2000s, 
targeting multiple sites at a scale 
that ensures entire populations  
can persist. 

2 Higher tier initiatives that target 
and support the management of 
our key semi-natural habitats. 
These rely on traditional 
agricultural practices to maintain 
the species and habitats that 
they contain. It is important that 
high level support is offered to 
landowners managing these sites.  

3 Targeted packages and options 
for Lepidoptera and other 
insects in the wider countryside. 
‘Butterfly-friendly’ options in 
agri-environment schemes have 
shown the greatest positive 
impacts on abundance. Retaining 
measures that cater for all 
resource requirements (breeding, 
feeding and sheltering) is key for 
the success of butterflies, moths 
and other insects in the wider 
countryside.  

4 Making best use of knowledge. 
Where Butterfly Conservation has 
been engaged with the design 
and implementation of agri-
environment schemes, we have 
shared our wealth of knowledge 
about priority species with 
advisors, farmers and others. 
This ensures the best selection, 
diversity and configuration of 
options with respect to landscape 
features and maximises the 
benefits for butterflies, moths and  
other insects.

5 Continued support for land 
manager co-operation. These 
models working across key 
landscapes, such as the 
Facilitation Fund in England 
and Environmental Co-operation 
Action Fund in Scotland, are vital 
to gain stakeholder buy-in. They 
should continue to be refined, 
developed and implemented 
across the UK.

6 Continue to gather evidence 
and monitor the impacts to 
understand if land management 
approaches are delivering public 
goods.

Land management principles
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http://facebook.com/savebutterflies
http://instagram.com/savebutterflies
http://twitter.com/savebutterflies


Intervention

Presence of natural species-rich 
margins 

Sown field margins 

Unsprayed conservation headlands

 
Grass margins 
 

Hedgerow management 

 
 
Low grazing intensity

 
Increasing habitat size 

Plant diversity

Increasing landscape diversity/
complexity

Connecting and configuring  
semi-natural areas 

Locating newly created features  

Increasing permeability

Why it’s important

These are good for breeding due to the increased diversity of larval 
foodplants.

These are good for adult feeding due to the nectar resources provided 
through floral abundance and richness as well as diverse sward structure. 

Evidence shows these areas had more adult butterflies and higher diversity 
than those that are fully sprayed.

Margins with diverse meadow grasses provide important breeding areas for  
grass-feeding larvae. Management should be cut and collect with at least a 
third uncut each year for breeding and overwintering. 

Hedgerows are most valuable for butterflies and moths where there is a 
reduced cutting intensity. Rotation should be greater than two years and 
avoid sensitive periods for breeding species. Hedgerow trees and wide field 
margins are beneficial. 

Lower grazing intensities encourage a higher number and diversity of 
butterflies and other invertebrate species.

Habitat specialists respond most to increasing the area of their breeding 
habitat.

Moth species richness is highly dependent on plant diversity within habitats.

More habitats and more diversity increases wider countryside species 
diversity and abundance.  

Species richness of butterflies and moths declines with increasing isolation  
of habitat patches. Connectivity is particularly important for moths.

Linear features connected to semi-natural habitat elements support more 
butterflies. Semi-natural elements act as population sources.

‘Softening’ the landscape to reduce fragmentation effects in isolated  
habitat patches. This represents the most viable delivery mechanism  
for landscape-scale ecological restoration. 

www.butterfly-conservation.org
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Butterflies and moths have a variety 
of requirements to support healthy 
populations. If these are met, there 
will be benefits for a wide range of 
other species.

1 Enough of the right kind of 
resource at the right time of year 
to cater for all their life stages - 
breeding, sheltering and feeding. 

2 Functioning and connected 
landscapes so these resources are 
close together. 

3 Increasing habitat diversity - spatial 
and temporal diversity to sustain 
healthy populations of butterflies 
and moths.  

4 Reducing intensification – 
minimising the negative impact of 
pesticides, land management and 
development.

What do butterflies and moths need?

Why do butterflies and moths matter?
• Butterflies and moths collectively 

represent around 2,560 species 
in the UK: more than 10% of the 
invertebrate fauna of the UK.  

• Butterflies and moths are sensitive 
to change and their fortunes 
help us assess the health of our 
environment. Butterflies and moths 
have declined more rapidly than 
birds and plants emphasising their 
role as indicators. 

• Butterflies and moths play a key 
role in pollination of wild plants and 
form a vital part of the food chain.

• Butterflies and moths connect us 
to nature and contribute to our 
wellbeing. They are beautiful and 
inspirational and people enjoy  
seeing them.

• Butterflies are well-documented, 
popular and easy to recognise, 
unlike most other groups of insects.

• Two-thirds of butterfly and moth 
species are in decline. This is a 
warning that cannot be ignored.
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Land management interventions

Butterfly Conservation has collated the evidence from published studies and our practical delivery. These are the  
types of interventions that give the greatest benefits for butterflies and moths. Further best practice management  
advice is available at https://farmwildlife.info/

The full report is available from Butterfly Conservation: Cruickshanks, K. (2018) Building biodiversity through land management:  
An evidence based assessment of the needs of butterflies and moths and the opportunities for a countryside rich in insects.  
Butterfly Conservation Science Review (S18-02). Wareham, Dorset.

Butterfly Conservation is the UK 
charity dedicated to saving butterflies 
and moths. Butterfly Conservation 
maintains and enhances landscapes 
for butterflies and moths. We 
provide advice to landowners and 
managers on how to conserve 
and restore habitats. We gather 
extensive butterfly and moth data 
and conduct research to provide the 
scientific evidence that underpins 
our work. We have an established 
record of reversing declines. We 
run programmes for more than 100 

threatened species and are involved 
in conserving hundreds of sites and 
reserves.

Butterfly Conservation is committed 
to a healthy environment for 
wildlife and people. We will use 
our knowledge and experience 
to influence the future of land 
management across the UK. This 
includes contributing to the design of 
agri-environment schemes, lobbying 
for effective environmental policy, and 
providing tailored advice to individual 
farmers and land managers.

About Butterfly Conservation
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