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Three years of bringing people closer to butterflies 

Between 2015 and 2018, the Urban Butterfly Project has been working in 

Scotland’s towns and cities to connect people with the wonderful world of 

butterflies. New volunteers have been trained to identify and record butterflies 

in their local greenspaces, and given opportunities to become involved in 

creating and restoring habitat for butterflies. The project has helped the 

numbers of people involved in butterfly recording in Scotland to keep growing, 

and left our urban greenspaces in a better state for butterflies and other 

pollinating insects. 

None of this would have been possible without 

funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund! 

The project was launched at Glasgow Botanic Gardens in 

April 2016. Staff from partner organisations were invited to 

hear about the goals of the project and discover ways they 

could contribute to it. People from Scottish Wildlife Trust, National Trust for Scotland, 

Scottish Allotments and Gardens Society, RSPB, and many more, attended. This exciting 

day gave a great launch to the project, and helped bring it to the attention of more 

people. At this event the project leaflet  - a new identification chart called Begin with 

Butterflies —and the pop-up banner were unveiled, with good reviews all-round. The 

purpose of these resources was to provide an easy way for new volunteers to identify the 

butterflies they see. 

  

Project Officer Anthony 

launching the Urban Butterfly 

Project at Glasgow Botanic 

Gardens  (above); Begin with 

Butterflies project leaflet and 

identification chart 



  
 

Workshops to train new volunteers to identify and record butterflies in their 

local greenspaces were held in Scotland’s towns and cities. The volunteers 

were shown how to send records through the iRecord butterflies app and 

iRecord website. In 2018 volunteers were offered training in advanced 

recording; this introduced them to the weekly butterfly 

transects which provide the best data on butterfly 

populations. Some of the existing volunteers attended 

those workshops, but the majority of attendees were new 

to the project. The workshops involved an indoor learning 

session, then guided walks in greenspaces to see urban 

butterflies up close. 

28 Urban Butterfly 

Identification workshops 

4 Advanced Recording 

workshops 

270 people trained to 

identify and record 

butterflies  

Some snapshots of the 

butterfly identification 

workshops 



 

Many of the volunteers 

who attended the 

recording workshops were 

then inspired to keep 

helping butterflies by 

taking part in workshops 

to create or restore 

butterfly habitat. They 

were joined by dozens of 

other new volunteers who 

had never before taken part in any 

environmental conservation work. 

Creation of new butterfly habitat 

was through sowing meadows and 

planting wildflower plugs. But there 

was also ample opportunity to restore 

the best existing habitats and keep 

them in good condition through tasks 

such as scrub removal. This was 

particularly true in parts of Edinburgh 

where Grayling and Northern Brown 

Argus butterflies are found. These 

two species are priorities for 

conservation work because they have both declined by over 50% in the 

past forty years alone, but are still present at sites in Edinburgh. In 

Cumbernauld we were able to restore habitat for the Small Pearl-bordered 

Fritillary and Green Hairstreak, while the rest of our work focussed on the 

widespread species such as Common Blue and Small Copper.  

22 events to create and 

restore habitat for 

butterflies 

Three priority butterfly 

species helped 

 



Volunteers at Blackford Hill 

and Calton Hill in Edinburgh 

cutting back scrub to restore 

habitat for the Grayling 

butterfly—one of the priority 

butterfly species found in 

Edinburgh (pictured right). 

Project volunteers planting 

wildflower plugs at one of the new 

meadow sites for butterflies 

Joining in at habitat work parties 



 

Volunteers were shown how to use 

different methods to report their 

sightings of butterflies, with a focus 

on the iRecord website and 

iRecord butterflies app for 

smartphones and tablet devices. 

The numbers of records submitted 

increased dramatically each year 

(see graph, right), with most 

volunteers who took part in 2016 and 2017 

continuing to do so in 2018. Sightings were sent in 

from the entire length and breadth of mainland 

Scotland as volunteers were free to record 

anywhere, not just in towns and cities. Overall, 

more than 6500 butterflies were recorded.  

This number includes the data from the four new UK 

Butterfly Monitoring Scheme transects which were 

established in 2018. These transects are weekly walks 

along fixed routes to record butterflies, and provide the 

best information on population changes. The project 

established new transects in Aberdeen and Dundee—two 

cities which previously had no transects—and trained 

volunteers for existing transects in Edinburgh. In addition 

to these, a special transect was created to record 

Grayling butterflies at Edinburgh’s Holyrood Park, and this 

is the only transect specifically for this species in Scotland. Some of the volunteers 

taking part in the transects had previously attended identification workshops, but the 

majority are completely new to butterfly recording. 

One of the advantages to using iRecord is that volunteers have 

been able to start recording other wildlife groups, and they have 

reported that they are now recording bees, grasshoppers, 

ladybirds and wildflowers this way because of the skills they 

gained through this project.  
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The records sent in by the volunteers have taught us a great deal about which 

butterflies are at home in our urban greenspaces, and in what types of places 

they can be found.  

One of the key findings was that most of the highly-managed 

greenspaces are very poor places for butterflies. Many of the parks 

surveyed had very low diversity of butterflies, especially those butterflies 

which depend on having native wildflowers and specific caterpillar 

foodplants nearby.  

 A striking finding was that species like Common Blue and Small 

Copper are absent from much of the area in towns and cities, 

clinging on only in a few spots. So a large focus in the latter half of 

the project was to ensure that we make urban greenspaces better 

for these two species in particular by including lots of their 

caterpillar foodplants in our seed mixes and plug planting.  

The surveys revealed the importance of natural or semi-natural 

areas for butterfly diversity. In particular, green routes along rivers 

with native wildflowers were very importance for the white 

butterflies. In this case, the walkways along the Water of Leith 

in Edinburgh and Rivers Forth (Stirling), Clyde (Glasgow), 

Dee (Aberdeen) and Don (Dundee) all play vital roles in 

supporting butterfly populations. Such spaces then also 

become places where people living in towns and cities can 

connect with nature.  

The surveys also uncovered some exciting surprises. A 

thriving population of Grayling butterflies (a priority species) 

were found at Calton Hill in the very heart of Edinburgh. Small 

Pearl-bordered Fritillaries were found at St. Maurice’s Pond in 

Cumbernauld, beside a high school. The spread of Speckled 

Wood, Wall Brown and Small Skipper were tracked by 

volunteers too. These species are all expanding their ranges 

in Scotland, so project volunteers have made a great 

contribution to our knowledge of them. The Speckled Wood 

butterfly was also found colonising new sites in Edinburgh and 

moving into  the south side of Aberdeen City. 

These records then went on to influence the conservation 

work done by volunteers to enhance these habitats for 

butterflies. The latest work parties at Calton Hill for Graylings attracted 15 different 

volunteers, who in total contributed twenty days of their time to this site! 

 

Key findings about urban butterfly 

populations 

Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary (top) and 

Speckled Wood (bottom) butterflies 

have been spotted by project 

volunteers 

Common Blue (top) and Small 

Copper (bottom) were absent 

from most urban sites 



The Urban Butterfly Project has been working with other organisations in all 

aspects of the project. Partners such as National Trust for Scotland, Historic 

Environment Scotland, RSPB, Sustrans and many local authorities have been 

able to provide venues free of charge, enabling the project to do more with its 

budget. Partners have also been able to provide tools for work parties, 

permits for sites, and staff to help run events.  

One of the most long-lasting partnerships 

has been with Glasgow City Council and 

their Flower Power nursery in Pollok 

Country Park. This nursery was built in 2016 

using funds from the Grow Wild project. 

Staff at the council have made the space 

available for Urban Butterfly Project 

volunteers to grow wildflowers from seeds 

they have collected locally. These 

wildflowers have then been planted around 

Glasgow to help butterfly populations. We 

had a strong focus on growing Bird’s-foot 

trefoil, the foodplant of Common Blue 

caterpillars, and hundreds of these plants 

have now been grown and planted out. 

Volunteers also attend the other Flower 

Power events ran by council staff, 

ensuring that the facility is well-used. It 

was important that this work used 

sustainable materials, so the Urban 

Butterfly Project bought bags of peat-

free seed compost made from 

composted wool and bracken. 

This partnership working has been 

important in establishing good 

relationships between Butterfly 

Conservation and organisations with 

which we have had little contact before. 

It has also been an incredibly effective 

and efficient way to share skills between 

the different organisations, with the 

lessons learned now being applied in 

current work.    

Volunteers sharing skills at the Flower Power nursery (top 

and bottom photos) and Bird’s-foot trefoil grown by 

volunteers with the Urban Butterfly Project 

Partnership working 
 



 

A Square Metre for Butterflies 

The Project Officer worked with staff from the 

Edinburgh Living Landscape and Royal Botanic 

Garden Edinburgh (RBGE) to create an aerial network 

of green roofs for butterflies in the city. Caterpillar 

foodplants of three species were grown by RBGE  and 

supplied to properties including the Scottish Parliament 

at Holyrood and City of Edinburgh Council, and private 

businesses throughout Edinburgh. A Master’s 

Research student then studied these sites in summer 

2018 and will report back on how these plants are 

being used by butterflies, bees and other pollinating 

insects. The research will help us inform the design of 

green roofs and roof gardens for butterflies 

in future.  

The Butterfly Garden at Tollcross Park 

Extra funding was secured from the Tesco 

Bags of Help fund to build a new garden for 

butterflies at Tollcross Park in Glasgow. The 

idea was that this would represent a new 

style of garden; one where wildflowers were 

mixed with typical garden plants to create a 

space where butterflies can live their entire 

life cycle, from egg to adult. Volunteers 

helped clear an overgrown area, then worked 

to remove weeds and help with the planting 

in what is now a new focal area in the 

park.  

Before and after at the new butterfly garden at 

Tollcross Park, Glasgow. 

The wildflower meadow on the green roof of City of 

Edinburgh Council offices (top photo) and planting up 

the roof of the Scottish Parliament at Holyrood 

Project off-shoots 



Volunteers were at the heart of the Urban Butterfly Project, and the project was as much 

for them as it was for butterflies.  

Each year the volunteers were surveyed, to help shape the activities and support offered 

by Butterfly Conservation. The most important questions for these purposes were those 

that asked how the volunteers felt about 

their work with us, and the response was 

overwhelming positive. As most 

volunteers were initially complete 

beginners with butterflies, there was a 

great appreciation of the fact that these 

courses were designed to help people 

take their first steps in butterfly 

identification and recording. For some of 

them, recording butterflies (and moths!) 

has now become a passion and they 

regularly attend national events such as 

the Scottish Butterfly and Moth 

Recorders’ Gathering, Butterfly 

Conservation’s Members’ Day and local 

Butterfly Conservation branch events.  

For other volunteers the Urban Butterfly 

Project has offered them the chance to 

help improve their local communities and 

greenspaces. Here’s what they said... 

‘The Urban Butterfly 
Project made me explore 
new places that were right 
under my nose on my 
quest to record common 
species of butterfly’  

‘I appreciate the ability to 
make practical improvements 
to sites where I can return to 
see the butterflies 
flourishing’  

‘I loved getting outdoors 
and meeting people and 
learning things about 
butterflies’ 

What the Volunteers Think 

‘I very much enjoyed volunteering 
and getting the chance to meet 
some like minded people and have 
a chat whilst doing something 
worth while.’  

‘I have learned how to create meadows on existing 
grassland and have been inspired to look into the 
possibility of growing wildflower plug plants for 
future projects. I really enjoyed having the 
opportunity to make a practical contribution 
through helping to create a new meadow and 
working on another site to make the habitat more 
suitable to their needs. I find it really easy to feel 
quite down about the state of our planet and how 
much humans are destroying wildlife so doing 
something to help rather than just read about it or 
hear about it on TV helped me feel more positive.’  

‘Counting butterflies these last three years makes me feel I am contributing to an important 
survey, the outcome of which will help these beautiful creatures to survive, multiply & continue to 
bring us joy in seeing their beauty.’  

‘I enjoyed spending time outdoors doing something worthwhile, learning about the different 
plants that can help butterflies and other insects and learning some skills.’  



One of the Urban Butterfly Project’s most dedicated volunteers is Richard 

from Aberdeen. Richard has recorded more butterflies than any other 

volunteer, making a huge contribution to our knowledge of butterflies in his 

city. He has also been very helpful at assisting new volunteers as they learn 

how to identify butterflies at the new butterfly transect at Kincorth Hill Local 

Nature Reserve 

Written by Richard Woods, Urban Butterfly Project volunteer 

‘I became involved with the Scottish Urban Butterfly Survey in July 2016. 

Participating in the survey has been very interesting; I enjoy being outdoors 

watching wildlife and the survey gave me a sense of purpose when out for a 

walk, and the motivation to do something constructive with my free time. I 

have certainly spent more time outdoors than I would otherwise, and feel 

healthier as a result. It has also been satisfying 

to fill in the online form with a day’s sightings, in 

the knowledge that it’s contributing to a 

worthwhile project. Above all, it’s simply been 

fun to see what butterflies can be found, in 

either a familiar area or a new one, and to mark 

the passage of the seasons as different 

species come and go. 

The experience has been educational, too: I have improved my butterfly 

identification skills and it has prompted me to attend field trips organised by 

NESBReC and the Scottish Wildlife Trust. These were very informative and it 

was good to meet people with similar interests and to learn from them. I’ve 

also gained a better understanding of how butterflies are affected by their 

environment; the climate (sunny days in Aberdeen are often accompanied by 

a stiff breeze!), vegetation, topography and even the local geology are all 

important. It was encouraging to find butterflies in unexpected places in the 

city centre, feeding on their favourite flowers and basking in the sunshine, 

surrounded by concrete and tarmac. 

I consider the green spaces in Aberdeen to be very precious, as they provide 

areas for relaxation and the chance to appreciate Nature; and they give a 

welcome splash of colour to a predominantly grey city. I aim to visit a green 

space at least twice a week, and the Scottish Urban Butterfly Survey provided 

a perfect reason to return to my favourite places and to explore new ones.’  

Volunteer Focus: Richard, Aberdeen 



It was decided to hold two events to thank volunteers, instead of just one. This 

allowed the events to happen closer to where volunteers were, and meant 

that nobody had to miss out. 

The events were held at the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh (RBGE) and 

Kelvingrove Museum in Glasgow in autumn 2018. Volunteers were invited 

along to hear about the progress of the Urban Butterfly Project, and see how 

their work as individuals had contributed to the success of the project. 

It was also an opportunity to evaluate the project, and volunteers were asked 

their opinions on what they would like in future. This feedback has been 

invaluable in helping to shape new projects and informing us on how we can 

best look after our volunteers.  

Guest speakers were invited to share their projects. Volunteers heard from the 

Edinburgh Shoreline project and RSPB’s Glasgow’s House Sparrow project. 

 

Thanking the volunteers 

Project volunteers at the thank-you events in 

autumn 2018. No butterflies to be seen, but plenty 

else to look at outside! 



The Urban Butterfly Project has captured the attention of media, with dozens 

of news stories, radio and TV interviews, and a special appearance on BBC’s 

One Show!  

For two of the years the springtime media 

story was an appeal for sightings of single 

species—Orange-tips in 2017, Common 

Blue in 2018. Postcards were printed and 

distributed, but there was a huge online 

element to these, with the Orange-tip 

survey having close to 1000 records from 

all over Scotland online! The surveys 

resulted in good press coverage for the 

project. 

The project also supported the yearly Big Butterfly Count, the largest citizen 

science initiative in the world. The Project Officer was interviewed for BBC 

Radio Scotland Drivetime, BBC Scotland’s Landward television show and 

BBC Scotland evening news. These were all opportunities to promote the 

project to new audiences and appeal for more volunteers and sightings of 

butterflies. 

In summer 2018 a crew from The One Show spent a day filming butterflies 

and hearing more about the Square Metre for Butterflies project. This included 

filming on the green roof of Scotland’s national parliament building at 

Holyrood, and at Holyrood Park itself where beautiful footage of Northern 

Brown Argus butterflies was shot.  

 

 

In the Media 

Project Officer Anthony McCluskey 

with George McGavin, showing him 

the rare  Northern Brown Argus in 

Edinburgh 



The majority of the funding for the Urban Butterfly Project was received 

through the Heritage Lottery Fund. 

Significant additional funding was provided by Scottish Natural Heritage and 

Butterfly Conservation members.  

Butterfly Conservation branch volunteers were integral to helping the project 

through expert advice and assistance at events. Further support was provided 

by local authorities and a number of non-governmental organisations who 

provided staff time, free venues, and permissions to use sites. 

 

Urban Butterfly Project volunteers are now part of the Butterfly Conservation 

volunteer community, and it is hoped that they will keep up this involvement 

which was inspired by the Urban Butterfly Project. All have given permission 

for us to remain in contact with them, and we are very much looking forward 

to working with them in future!  
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