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Chair’s Welcome 

Hello everyone, I hope you’ve been keeping well and enjoying the wonderful wildlife 
and restorative green spaces our area has to offer over the summer. 2021 hasn’t quite 
seen a return to business as usual, although we did manage to hold some of our Field 
Trips later in the season. Considering the ongoing situation with Covid infections, we 
have taken the decision to postpone our autumn Member’s Day & AGM until the 
spring. I very much hope we can all meet in person in Lenham then, after this hiatus.  
 

eather-wise, 2021 was 
another highly unusual year 
with a bitter cold spell in 

February, an extremely wet May, some 
very high temperatures in July and an 
early end to the ‘butterfly season’. This 
situation with extreme weather looks 
certain to continue with the deepening 
climate crisis and all eyes are on COP26 
as I write this.  It is of course crucial we 
understand the impact these events 
have on lepidoptera, to inform our 
conservation work and demonstrate in 
real terms the effects of a changing 
climate. All the more reason to keep your 
records coming in.   
 
Although I didn’t get out as much as I 
would have liked over the summer, there 
have been some memorable moments! 
The absolute highlight of my butterfly 
year was witnessing the mass emergence 
of first-brood Adonis Blue in Folkestone 
back in June. Literally hundreds upon 
hundreds were on the wing on Castle 
Hill, truly spectacular. It will be very 
interesting to see how successfully they 
dispersed into the surrounding areas.  
 
Another butterfly that has had a great 
season is the Heath Fritillary, going from 

strength to strength in recent years and 
warranting not just one but two articles 
in this edition of The Adonis. Our 
Regional Conservation Manager Steve 
Wheatley provides an overview of the 
season, and our Branch President Dick 
Vane Wright has co-authored a piece 
along with several ‘Champions’ of this 
flagship Kent species.  
 
Moth trapping has increased enormously 
in popularity during lockdown and our 
Kent’s Magnificent Moths team held 
some well-attended virtual online events 
earlier in the year. They’ve also been  
 

W 



4 | T h e  A d o n i s  

making progress with engagement and 
practical conservation work, as Emma 
reports in her article. The other Heritage 
Lottery Fund project operating in our 
area is of course Big City Butterflies, the 
ground-breaking urban initiative for 
Butterfly Conservation spanning the 
Capital and working with four branches. 
Ele and Steve offer updates on their work 
to date on this exciting project! 
 
You should all by now have received 
details of Butterfly Conservation’s 
recently launched new five-year 
strategy, with three strategic goals; 
 
1. Halve the number of the UK’s 

threatened species of butterflies 
and moths.  

2. Improve the condition of 100 of the 
most important landscapes for 
butterflies and moths.  

3. Transform 100,000 wild spaces in 
the UK for people, butterflies, and 
moths.  

These are ambitious goals, but if we all 
get involved then they are certainly 
achievable. Full details are on the 
website and we will be working hard as a 
branch to play our part in all areas of the 
strategy over the coming years.  
 
As ever, please do get in touch if you 
have any suggestions for improving our 
branch or would like to help in some way. 
We’re always in need of volunteers and 
there really are opportunities for 
everyone, whatever your interest, 
ability, or availability!  
 
Nathan Jones, Branch Chair  
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Regional Conservation Manager’s 
Report 
 
What a year across the South East! This has been one of my busiest and most intense 

years with Butterfly Conservation, not least because of the pandemic and lockdown 

early in the year, the resulting backlog from 2020, a very cold start (the coldest April 

nights in 99 years), and then the intense and compressed flight season. 

 am so pleased that we have now 

launched our Kent’s Magnificent 

Moths project. The first meeting to 

develop a new moth project took place 

in September 2016. It was there that we 

agreed that Kent was the right county to 

be the focus of this project. In 2018 the 

Heritage Lottery Fund agreed to help. 

Lucia Chmurova then spent another 

year developing the project detail. Covid 

put the project back 12 months, but 

now we have our project officers Emma 

and Rebecca in post, and they are off to 

a great start. 

Butterfly and moth surveys began in 
April, looking for the Barred Tooth-
striped moth on Wild Privet along the 
east Kent coast. 2021 surveys are 
wrapping up now with Silver-spotted 
Skippers, Straw Belle, and searches for 
Fisher’s Estuarine Moth on the north 
Kent Coast and Marsh Mallow Moth on 
Romney Marsh. 
 
Big City Butterflies has launched too and 
will be active in South East London. Ele 
Johnstone and Steve Bolton are 
delivering this project and they will be 
generating lots of interest and butterfly 
recording in the UK’s most urban of 

environments. Their events programme 
is already up and running and there are 
some lovely images and videos coming 
out of that area. 
 
2021 also marks us passing the halfway 
point in the delivery of Butterfly 
Conservation’s 10-year Regional Action 
Plan (from 2016). Of course, a plan is 
worth nothing unless it delivers action. 
I’m really pleased with the progress and 
actions this is delivering so far. 
 
We have made progress in almost all of 
our 23 highest priority landscapes in 
South East England (five of which are in 
Kent). We have had extensive 
engagement with land-managers in at 
least 16 of these 23 landscapes, 
including all five Kent landscapes. We 
have also engaged directly with land 
managers of at least 15 of the 35 
highest priority sites outside our priority 
landscapes. 
 
In the last five years Butterfly 
Conservation has directly delivered or 
funded conservation action for 20 of our 
highest priority butterfly and moth 
species. In addition, our conservation 
partners such as the Natural England, 
National Trust, Woodland Trust, RSPB, 
Wildlife Trust, and AONBs have worked 

I 
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with us to deliver bespoke conservation 
action for at least 18 of these top 
priority species. 
 
We have made progress on all 10 
highest priority butterfly species, which 
includes Heath Fritillary, Adonis Bue, 
Duke of Burgundy, and Grayling. 
Populations of most of these have 
increased and the populations of 
another four of the ten are now 
assessed to be stable. Only the Grayling 
is showing a possible and worrying 
decline in the South East. Its residence 
in Kent remains a tantalising mystery 
following a new sighting near 
Folkestone in 2020. 
 
Butterfly and moth migration from the 
continent is an increasingly exciting 
prospect and Kent is at the forefront of 
this exciting prospect. Climate change is 
clearly a key factor in this, and the 
recent global IPCC report indicates that 
this process is only likely to increase. 
Species such as Long-tailed Blue, 
Southern Small White, Large 

Tortoiseshell, Map and Queen of Spain 
Fritillary could all become frequent 
visitors or possibly resident. The list of 
potential new moth colonists is even 
longer. However, it does mean that 
butterflies of cooler, damper areas, such 
as the Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary are 
unlikely to persist in our region. 
 
From the coldest April to the vision of 
increasing global warming, our 
challenges are going to continue but we 
now have more staff and so many 
brilliant volunteers delivering essential 
action and recording the impacts. Thank 
you to everyone who delivers 
conservation action, champions species 
and records butterflies, and to the 
people doing so much behind the 
scenes to enable all this to happen. And 
here’s to the next five years of action 
for our beautiful butterflies and moths. 
 
Steve Wheatley,  
Regional Conservation Manager for 
South East England 
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The Big Butterfly Count 2021 
 
The Big Butterfly Count takes place 
every year and is one of the UK’s 
largest citizen science initiatives. 
During the Big Butterfly Count period 
(three weeks from mid-July to early 
August) we ask everyone to spend 
just 15 minutes in a single location 
and count the different butterflies 
they see. The vast and detailed data 
we receive helps to assess the health 
of our environment and the changes 
in species distributions across the UK. 
Counting butterflies is also a lovely 
way to spend 15 minutes! 

 

he Kent data is so important because of the geographical position in the UK at 
the forefront of European climate change impacts, plus the sheer scale of the 
data collected in this area. 

This year the Big Butterfly Count ran from 16th July to 8th August and here’s a look at 
some of the figures; 

• Around 150,000 counts took place from around the UK this year. 

• The Kent and South East London Branch area generated 8,852 counts. This is 
the second highest number of counts of any Branch in the UK (behind only 
the Cambridgeshire & Essex Branch). 

• Most counts took place in gardens; 28 counts took place in Kent schools; 548 
were undertaken in parks or public gardens 

• 82,000 butterflies were recorded in Kent & South East London. 

• These records were submitted by 2,900 different people (suggesting on 
average people undertook three counts during the three weeks). 

• The most recorded butterfly was Small White. 

• Only 460 Brimstones were seen. 

• 343 Jersey Tiger moths were recorded here. 

 

You can explore the full results here:  

T 
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https://bigbutterflycount.butterfly-conservation.org/map 

Thank you to everyone who took part this year. Please do take part on the Big 
Butterfly Count in 2022 and help to make it the biggest year ever! 

 

 

 

Kent & South East London Big Butterfly Count results by species: 

 

Small White  18,254 
Large White  15,391 
Meadow Brown  13,074 
Gatekeeper  8,900 
Red Admiral  7,956 
Peacock   3,694 
Marbled White  2,634 
Ringlet   2,147 
Comma   1,481 
Small Tortoiseshell 1,444 
Small Copper  1,254 
Green-veined White 1,101 
Painted Lady  1,007 
Common Blue  772 
Holly Blue  654 
Six-spot Burnet  631 
Speckled Wood  563 
Brimstone  460 
Jersey Tiger moth  343 
Silver-Y moth  218 
 

https://bigbutterflycount.butterfly-conservation.org/map
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Kent’s Magnificent Moths      
 
In April 2021, a year after the original start date due to the global pandemic we 
finally launched the Kent’s Magnificent Moths Project, Butterfly Conservation’s 
largest ever area specific moth project!  Our conservation efforts focus on eight 
moth species that make their home in Kent’s wide variety of habitats. Rare and 
threatened moth species can be found across the UK. However, nowhere has 
more UKBAP priority moth species than Kent. A number of these species occur 
nowhere else in the UK, for example, Fiery Clearwing, Black-veined Moth and 
Sussex Emerald.  
 

he Kent’s Magnificent Moths 
team made up of myself, Emma 
Pestridge, Engagement Officer 

and Conservation Officer Rebecca 
Levey have been busy establishing 
relationships with underreached  
communities which we will develop 
over the next three years. The 
activities and involvement of 
individuals will not just include de-
bunking many moth myths, (less than 
1% of UK moth species will eat your 
clothes, promise!) but also provide 
specific training in surveying and 
conservation, bringing one-of-a-kind 
opportunities to a wide audience 
across landscapes in Kent.  
 

 
White-spotted sable, Rebecca Levey 

 
The pandemic has highlighted to all of 
us how important nature is for both 
social and physical wellbeing, with 
many of us increasing the time we 
spent outdoors over the last 12 
months. Our project can enable 
people to renew their enthusiasm for 
nature and participate in activities of 
all kinds.  
 

 
Fiery Clearwing mating, Rebecca Levey 

Within each of Kent’s distinct 
habitats, we will work with both a 
primary school and community group, 
including youth groups and mental 
health charities, for the three-year 
duration of the project to establish a 
more in-depth engagement 
opportunity and a chance for the 

T 
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community to steer the project into 
something special. These groups have 
already diversified with individuals 
interested in transforming their 
spaces into moth havens from 
concrete parking areas or propagating 
seed for moth foodplants, for 
example a Dungeness school growing 
wild carrot for Sussex Emerald. We 
even have one group that are art 
focused, interested in creating 
artwork murals and poems to 
celebrate the rare fauna of Kent! 
 
Over the summer showcasing our 
Magnificent Moths has gotten off to a 
flying start. We ran a virtual ‘moths 
and muffins morning’, still available 
on Facebook for those that missed it. 
We reached over 1000 people and 
caught some eye-catching species for 
people to enjoy from the comfort of 
their own home.  
 

 
Moth event, Anna Festa 

 
Along Tankerton, we were lucky 
enough to partner up with Whitstable 
Paddles, a stand-up paddling boarding 
and open water swimming 
organisation. Throughout the morning 
39 volunteers litter picked along 
Tankerton, collecting 12 large bags of 
rubbish! Alongside the litter pick the 

intriguing Frass volcanos of the 
Fisher’s estuarine moth was to be 
seen, showing local people the 
importance of these slopes. Chatting 
to those that attended they 
previously thought that these slopes 
were ‘pointless and overgrown’ 
stating them as ‘a waste of space’. 
Working with local groups will 
hopefully create a passion for these 
areas of conservation interest and  
allow us to enjoy them and the moths 
there for years to come!  
 

 
Moth event, Emma Pestridge 

 
The summer ended with a large event 
at Samphire Hoe. Over the evening 
and the following morning, we talked 
with over 60 people showing them 
the moths that we had to offer, from 
Jersey Tigers to Leopard Moths and 
even a sneaky Elephant Hawk Moth. 
Children even came back to see us 
gleefully, cupping day-flying moths 
showing us what they had caught on 
their adventures (don’t worry, no 
moths were hurt in their 
excitement!).  
 
Emma Pestridge, 
Engagement Office
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Big City Butterflies        

Big City Butterflies is an exciting new project which is inspiring Londoners to discover 

butterflies and moths and connecting them with nature and their local green space

t’s been such an amazing first few 

months on the project and we have 

been busy meeting our project 

partners at their beautiful sites across 

London, spotting lots of butterflies and 

moths along the way!   

As the Engagement Officer my role 

focusses on delivering school 

workshops, community events and 

public events. Alongside Steve, I will 

also be introducing people to butterfly 

identification and recording and 

encouraging them to get out and about 

to let us know how London’s butterflies 

are doing. 

So far, we have been part of a range of 

engagement events with our partners, 

ranging from family gardening sessions 

to moth-trapping mornings.  

Throughout the summer I was busy 

delivering workshops in schools across 

London, a number of which were in 

Lewisham. A particular highlight for me 

was being able to bring in a Lime Hawk-

moth which was trapped in a garden 

locally. It was lovely to see the smiles on 

the children’s faces after seeing see 

such an incredible moth up close, 

especially those who were initially a 

little scared of moths!  

I recently delivered a community 

butterfly morning at Avery Hill Park 

(Greenwhich) which involved moth-

trapping, planting and a butterfly walk! 

As well as local residents, members of 

the Friend of Avery Hill Park came along 

too. Despite it being a cloudy and rainy 

morning, we spotted a number of 

species including a Small Copper and a 

Common Blue. The Friends of Group 

were thrilled to see how their work had 

benefited butterflies and moths and we 

are excited to work with them in the 

future to make their green space even 

better for Lepidoptera! 

As the autumn approaches, I will be 

delivering more schools workshops 

centered around planting, delivering 

community and public events and really 

look forward to working with London-

based artist to continue engagement. 

Ele Johnstone, Big City Butterflies 

Engagement Office 

 

I 
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y role as Conservation 

Officer focuses on providing 

habitat management 

training and advice to support 

butterflies and moths and training on 

butterfly identification and recording 

with lots of opportunities to get out on 

sites across London to spot butterflies 

and inspire Londoners to get involved.  

In Lewisham we have been working with 

council officers to develop numerous 

opportunities for training, site advice 

and events. Our flagship site in the 

borough at Brockley Cemetery hosted a 

recent butterfly walk which has inspired 

local volunteers to undertake 

morebutterfly recording on that site and 

other nearby sites. Over 40 people 

attended a successful family event at 

Grove Park nature reserve with moth 

trapping, wildflower planting and 

butterfly spotting enjoyed by adults and 

kids alike.  

 

 

 

There is an exciting opportunity in 

Greenwich at Eltham Park where 

wildflower seed donated by the Bumble 

Conservation Trust will be used to 

enhance existing grassland areas. A site 

visit will assess both preparation and 

management requirements. Over the 

winter we will continue to develop 

relationships with council officers and 

community groups and will be delivering 

more training and offering site advice. 

Steve Bolton, Big City Butterflies 

Conservation Office 

 

 

 

 

M 
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An exciting year for the Heath Fritillary 

In the Spring issue of The Adonis newsletter, I wrote “A Heath Fritillary colonisation 

could also be imminent at the Woodland Trust’s newly planted Victory Wood.” Just a 

few weeks later we found proof that this has happened!

t has been another exciting year 

generally for the Heath Fritillary in 

Kent and it has gone from strength 

to strength. This year it was recorded in 

greater abundance and with a greater 

distribution than ever before. It’s ability 

to explore and find new habitat 

continues to amaze us and reassures us 

that, with good ongoing woodland 

management, its future in Kent is 

secure. 

 

Heath Fritillary peak counts 

The Heath Fritillary is one of the UK’s 

rarest and most restricted butterflies. In 

the 1970’s it was thought to be on the 

brink of extinction from the UK. 

However, following decades of study 

and recent efforts to engage more  

 

Searching for caterpillars in Victory Wood 

woodland owners and managers, annual 

peak counts of this rare butterfly in Kent 

have gone from 302 in 2017 to 3,939 in 

2021. Forestry England’s Clowes Wood 

enjoyed their highest ever count this 

year – 859 individuals recorded across 

the wood. Both the RSPB and Kent 

Wildlife Trust have been managing their 

woods for many years to save the 

butterfly (directed by species champions 

Michael Walter and Mike Enfield 

respectively). Their reserves have 

provided the engine room from which 

the adult butterflies have been able to 

spread as new woods have come into 

management. The Kent population is 

now by far the largest colony in the UK. 

There are three other colonies – in 

Essex, Somerset, and on the Devon-

Cornwall border. 

Whilst still restricted in Kent to The 

Blean woodlands, the butterfly has 

I 
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colonised at least four new sites here in 

this last five years. In April this year we 

found the caterpillar with the foodplant 

at the Woodland Trust’s newly planted 

Victory Wood – an exciting 

development which featured in national 

press including the BBC, ITV, Channel 

Five, Telegraph and Guardian. 

 

Heath Fritillary, Stuart Harris 

The Heath Fritillary’s appearance at 

Victory Wood is the result of an amazing 

chain of interdependent actions. It 

began when the Woodland Trust began 

their restoration of this former arable 

field 15 years ago. After the cessation of 

the intensive agriculture here, ants have 

moved in and began to build their nests. 

They then added Cow-wheat seeds from 

the neighbouring wood to their nest. 

Cow-wheat seeds are attractive to ants 

because of the lipid-rich coating on the 

seeds. The ants collect the seed, take it 

back to their nests, remove the lipids 

and feed it to their ant larvae. The seed 

is then discarded outside the nest. The 

germinating seed then attaches itself to 

the trees planted by the Woodland 

Trust and extracts carbon and minerals 

from the growing tree roots. These 

nutrients allow the Cow-wheat plant to 

grow and flourish. Gravid female Heath 

Fritillaries must then be driven from the 

high numbers interested males to 

disperse and search for new areas of 

foodplant. On finding this new Cow-

wheat they then lay their eggs nearby 

for the next generation of caterpillars to 

feed upon. The first Heath Fritillary 

caterpillars were found here at Victory 

wood in April 2021.  

So far, the Cow-wheat has only 

managed to spread around 10 metres 

from the neighbouring wood (the speed 

of this natural process is wholly 

dependent on the ants) but this has 

been enough for a new Heath Fritillary 

colony to get started. Previous 

experiments in physically translocating 

Cow-wheat proved wholly unsuccessful. 

Nature does it best in a magical 

relationship between the ants, the 

trees, the flower, and the butterfly. 

All this good news is the result of 

positive management by conservation 

organisations and the various public and 

private forestry workers active in The 

Blean. Thank you to the woodland 

managers especially staff at the RSPB, 

Kent Wildlife Trust, Woodland Trust, 

Forestry England, Tilhill Forestry, and 

Silva Woodland Management. Thank 

you also to all the volunteers that 

helped with recording this year and to 
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everyone who reported their Heath 

Fritillary sightings.  

If you would like to get involved in the 

2022 Heath Fritillary surveys, please 

contact me. 

 Steve Wheatley – Regional 

Conservation Manager for South East 

England swheatley@butterfly-

conservation.org 
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Thoughts on  
Heath Fritillaries in a  
South Canterbury garden 
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In mid-July 2021, Phil Perkins observed and photographed at least two individuals of 

the Heath Fritillary, Melitaea athalia, flying and nectaring in a corner of his garden on 

South Canterbury Road (TR153565). This location is almost exactly 5 km southeast of 

the main Kent Heath Fritillary colony at Blean RSPB reserve, approximately 4 km 

southeast of the peripheral colony at Rough Common, and 3 km east-south-east of 

Harbledown, where Eric Philp once recorded this species on 5th July 1987.  

he South Canterbury garden 

where these observations were 

made is some 18 x 40 m in 

extent, with a number of mature trees. 

At the time, a central lawn area had 

been allowed to become a temporary 

grass meadow. The two (or possibly 

more) Heath Fritillaries were only 

observed in a small part of an 

herbaceous border adjacent to this 

grassy area – the garden’s sunniest spot. 

 

The butterflies were seen on 16 and 17 

July 2021, but PP did not look for them 

on 18th July, and did not observe any 

more thereafter. On 16th July it was 

sunny and warm at midday (20°C, light 

 Previous page photo:  Nigel Kiteley 

N wind); on 17th it was 22°C, with a 

slight NE wind. Similar temperatures 

had been experienced on previous days; 

it had last rained on 12th July. The 

fritillaries were evident for about two 

hours each day, although no systematic 

attempt to check when they came and 

went was made. They flitted around 

various plants, occasionally settling but 

never for long and mostly keeping their 

wings folded. 

 
The only plant on which they were 

certainly nectaring was White Stonecrop 

– Sedum album. Possibly they also fed 

from Cotton Lavender, Santolina 

chamaecyparissus. The other plants on 

which they settled included Rudbeckia 

and Geranium ‘Rozanne’ – but on these 

T 
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they were just sunning themselves on 

the leaves. In terms of conceivable 

larval hostplants, the garden has no 

cow-wheat, but there is Digitalis 

purpurea, a little Plantago, some 

Veronica chamaedrys, and 

Veronicastrum virginicum ‘album’ (in 

the past included in Veronica). At least 

two individuals were definitely seen, but 

it could have been more. Whether or 

not it was the same individual on the 

successive days is unknown. 

The Background of Decline 

Before 1910 the Heath Fritillary was 

known from at least 58 10 km grid 

squares in southern England, but by 

then it was already in decline. A survey 

in the 1980s found only 31 colonies (25 

of them in the Blean complex), 

occupying only six 10 km squares across 

England1 (although the Exmoor colonies 

were unknown at that time). In East 

Kent, the 20th C decline is largely 

attributed to the abandonment of 

coppicing, which had the result that the 

primary larval food plant used by the 

butterflies in the Blean complex, cow-

what (Melampyrum pratense), became 

shaded out (the Heath Fritillary is not a 

woodland butterfly in the normal sense 

of that description). As a result, the 

‘carrying capacity’2 of the habitats 

occupied by existing Blean colonies 

rapidly reduced to zero, while no new 

potential open habitats were being 

created.  Despite the rapid initiation of 

conservation measures and some 

successes, the overall decline continued 

from 1984–20043. 

The Big Rise 

Heath Fritillary peak counts for East 

Kent 2009–20215  

Although the early results from 

conservation efforts were encouraging, 

the general decline in Kent continued 

and reached a low point in 2017 – since 

when a remarkable change has 

occurred.  The 2020 peak count of 2,918 

observations of Heath Fritillaries in East 

Kent was, until now, the best year on 

record4. However, the peak count for 

2021 of 3,939 shows a further 35% 

increase5. Since 2017 there has been a 

steep, monotonic rise over four 

successive years that now represents an 

astonishing 1200% increase above the 

2017 level. 

The 2021 results are based upon around 

500 records of 8,700 Heath Fritillaries 

submitted by 39 people. The RSPB Blean 

reserve produced the highest counts. 

Several other woods had their best 
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counts ever, with a new colony 

established at Victory Wood, 

approximately 1.5 km northwest of 

Blean RSPB. The most distant sighting 

was at Crundale, Wye Downs5 – about 

10 km south of Church Wood and 

Homestall Wood, the nearest known 

colonies. 

Two questions 

Given this 2021 context, the South 

Canterbury record is arguably not 

surprising. However, together with the 

2021 records in total, it raises two, 

potentially related questions. First, do 

suburban gardens represent a 

significant resource, with respect to 

nectar plants, for emigrating Heath 

Fritillaries? Second, how do we interpret 

these 2021 records with respect to the 

established view that the Heath Fritillary 

is a “highly sedentary” species 1 which, 

moreover, has extremely limited powers 

of dispersal? (a recent book mistakenly 

suggests that a distance as short as 300 

m is an effective barrier to successful 

colonisation of new habitat6; 600 m is 

the rule-of-thumb usually accepted 1,12) 

Any idea that such parameters are fixed 

characteristics of a species, or a 

population, has to be challenged. Many 

aspects of animal behaviour are density-

dependent – as, for example, has been 

noted and discussed for dispersal in 

Phengaris (Maculinea) butterflies7. In 

this context, an obvious, albeit extreme 

example is that of locusts, where rapid 

population growth can trigger dramatic 

changes in the development, 

morphology, and behaviour of various 

grasshopper species, which thereby 

transform from dispersed populations 

of solitary individual grasshoppers to 

swarming bands of millions of locusts 

that can fly more than 100 km in a day8.  

What’s happening? 

The dramatic increase from 2017 may 

offer a clue as to what is happening to 

this habitat specialist. When the size of 

a long-established potential source 

population, such as Blean RSPB, is falling 

(or even static) but still below the 

sustainable carrying capacity of the site, 

then emigration is a risky or 

unnecessary strategy for adults to adopt 

– they are more likely to reproduce 

successfully if they stay ‘close to home’. 

But if the population builds to a point 

above local carrying capacity (or the 

carrying capacity falls to a point below 

which the site cannot sustain the 

existing population, e.g., when hosts 

plants are shaded out), or some other 

critical threshold which the adults can 

sense or appreciate in some way, then 

increased emigration may become an 

advantageous reproduction strategy for 

some individuals. For butterflies there 

are two fundamentally different ways 

whereby this could come about9: either 

by selective changes in the frequency of 

genetically determined individuals that 

are more or less prone to disperse, as 

population density changes; or by 
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plastic changes in the behaviour of later 

broods potentially affected by increases 

or decreases in population density of 

earlier broods. The latter process is an 

example of polyphenism, whereby “two 

or more distinct phenotypes are 

produced by the same genotype”10 in 

differing conditions. For butterflies this 

is perhaps best known with respect to 

seasonal colour pattern variation (e.g. 

spring and summer forms), but 

behavioural changes also commonly 

occur as part of this phenomenon, and 

are often complex11.  

Thus, values of 100 m average 

movement and very rarely more than 

600 m for new colony formation 

reported in the online BC factsheet 12, see 

also 1 may have been measured in static 

or declining Heath Fritillary populations, 

or populations below carrying capacity, 

when dispersive individuals were at low 

frequency. We can also speculate that a 

change in dispersal behaviour of 

second-generation individuals induced 

by increased density experienced by the 

first generation could be a factor. 

Whatever the reason(s), the 100 m and 

600 m values do not describe the 

current behaviour of a significant 

number of Heath Fritillaries at Blean.  

Practice and theory 

So, the best year on record for Heath 

Fritillaries in Kent, of which the South 

Canterbury observation is just one 

element, arguably raises two points: it 

reinforces the need to encourage all 

gardeners to grow nectar plants for as 

wide a range of local native insect 

species as possible – and it challenges 

any notion of fixity of behavioural 

characteristics, such as dispersal ability, 

without due regard to critical variables 

such as shifting population density and 

varying carrying capacity. The ability of 

the Heath Fritillary to respond to and 

adapt to changing conditions, if that is 

what it has done this year, is no more 

than we should expect from phenotypic 

plasticity13, now often seen as an 

essential capacity for the survival of 

most, if not all species. Faced with a 

challenge or opportunity, behaviour 

often changes first; genetic changes 

may be selected for later, if 

advantageous in the longer-term9,13. 

Such a theoretical suggestion with 

respect to the Heath Fritillary would, of 

course, need rigorous investigation. But 

we do not need to wait for that before 

planting more and better nectar plants 

in our gardens. Establishment of a 

Citizen Science Heath Fritillary project 

for East Kent could also be a great way 

to build a better picture of the dispersal 

abilities of this ‘flagship species’ of the 

Blean woodlands. 
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Who doesn’t like butterflies?! 

Butterflies appear almost universally popular. Some people however become more 

interested than others. One of my earliest recollections of really noticing butterflies 

was trying to photograph them in the late 1970s using film. I’d enjoyed photography 

for many years, had good kit, and a garden with peacocks and red admirals, but it was 

still very hard. I think I’d admired peacocks and red admirals on a buddleia at a much 

younger age in a previous garden too, without further thought. 

n the 1980s I attended a Kent 

Wildlife Trust talk about 

butterflies. The speaker had 

gained information about Kent 

butterflies from being a member of 

BC. I had to join, so I did, and my 

knowledge and interest slowly grew! 

Attempts at photographing them 

remained limited still. 

In the early 1990s we visited East 

Blean woods, not far from us, and 

after seeing some Wall Browns, 

spotted a resting one, which on closer 

inspection looked different. I can still  

 

I 
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feel the excitement as I exclaimed, 

“it’s a ruddy pearl border!”. I got some 

shots and was hooked. A tripod 

helped, and the cool weather ensured 

it stayed put. 

For several years I eagerly awaited the 

emergence of these exquisite 

fritillaries each Spring, popping over at 

lunchtimes to see and photograph 

them. Sadly, they disappeared after 

only a few years. We then followed 

leads to other sites, but they too 

didn’t last. 

Conservation of Heath Fritillaries 

around the Blean Woods has been a 

much better success story. In 2002 I 

got my first small digital camera and 

photographed them at East Blean. 

Since then, they’ve spread well and 

are well established quite widely 

throughout the Blean Woods 

complex. The underwing is a real treat 

to photograph. A delicate stained 

glass like panel. 

Fritillaries remain exciting for me. 

There’s something extra special about 

them. We went to the Lake district 

and joined a local BC outing to look for 

High Brown Fritillary. The group saw a 

comma and they all got very excited. 

Common down south, its range was 

slowly expanding and to them it was a 

real find! For me though, the High 

Browns were the prize. Easily 

confused with very similar and equally 

beautiful Niobe Fritillary on the 

continent, I’ve since found. 

We’d seen wonderful Silver Washed 

fritillaries in Wales, Dorset, the Alps, 

France, but never in Kent. I dreamed 

of seeing them locally, however it 

seemed unlikely. Woods near Ashford 

yielded the lovely white admiral 

however we didn’t find the reported 

Silver Washed. 

White Admirals came to East Blean a 

good many years ago and my wife has 

seen a couple very close to us in 

Canterbury. Then to our amazement 

in 2020 we saw a silver washed at East 

Blean, and then soon after, in the 

RSPB Blean Woods reserve. I’d seen 

reports of them, but it was still hard to 

believe. Our very own Silver washed! 

Later that year we also found a late 

tatty one in West Blean woods, and 

incredibly by our local lake, just a mile 

or so walk away from us, so definitely 

very well established and spreading. 

This year, we knew where to look and 

have found silver washed in the same 
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places plus, two females on separate 

dates within 5 minutes’ walk from 

home. We might have our very own 

colony next year, and maybe even one 

in our garden! We’ve had a marbled 

white briefly in the garden this year, 

so who knows (well done if you did 

the Big Butterfly Count). 

Did I get any photographs? You bet I 

did. With modern kit its hugely easier, 

however, to get a really good one still 

takes a lot of patience and care. On 

one occasion in East Blean I found 

three silver washed fritillaries resting 

at chest height on sheltered leaves, 

waiting for it to warm up. Spectacular 

to see so close. Having posted some 

shots recently of our local female 

silver washed on Twitter, I received 

replies of them being found at 

Sheldwich, Kingsdown and Walmer in 

East Kent, so they are well and truly 

spreading widely in Kent. 

Thanks to Butterfly Conservation, Kent 

Wildlife Trust, and many others, I have 

had enormous pleasure finding and 

photographing butterflies and 

learning about the absolute necessity 

of wildlife conservation. I no longer 

see it as optional and try to do my bit 

to help. Overall though, it’s the pure 

excitement of finding these wonderful 

creatures and trying to get an even 

better photograph that motivates me. 

Jim Higham, Kent Branch member & 

volunteer   
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