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The Marsh Fritillary butterfly is a threatened species in need of
urgent conservation action across most of Europe. Once found right
across Northern Ireland, it is now confined to a few small sites in the
east - in Down, Antrim and Armagh - and to several larger areas in
west Tyrone and Fermanagh.

The long-term survival of the Marsh Fritillary is dependent on extensive
grazing, ideally by cattle, which maintains its habitat in good condition.
The name Marsh Fritillary is a little misleading as it is really a species
of damp grassland, but can occur on dunes, cut-over bogs and the edges
of fens. The best sites are open, unimproved, lightly-grazed grasslands
with abundant patche of Devil’s-bit Scabious, the caterpillar’s only
foodplant (also known as ‘blue button’ in Fermanagh). These grasslands
are in themselves of both National and Eurpoean importance for their
species composition and diversity.
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For more information on
butterflies and moths and
their habitats, contact,
Butterfly Conservation N. Ireland,
Slemish Complex, Knockbracken,
Healthcare Park, Saintfield Road,
Belfast BT8 8BH
e: bcni@butterfly-conservation.org
www.butterfly-conservation.org

For advice on biodiversity
(habitats and species) and
protected sites contact
Biodiversity Unit, Northern Ireland
Environment Agency (NIEA),
Cromac Avenue, Gasworks
Business Park, Belfast BT7 2JA
www.ni-environment.gov.uk
Tel: 02890 569605

For advice on agri-environment
schemes please contact DARD
Countryside Management
Delivery Branch staff in
your local area

Marsh Fritillary
nectaring on
meadow thistle

Recording
Marsh Fritillary colonies can fluctuate tremendously in size from year to year. In some years, colonies expand
and can be found in new locations or in habitats that appear to be less than ideal. But in other years, the
colonies can experience crashes and contract to ‘core’ sites. These fluctuations may be due to poor weather,
the condition of the breeding sites, or parasitic flies and wasps whose larvae feed inside those of the Marsh
Fritillary! These factors create very dynamic colonies that vary in size year on year perhaps 100-fold.

Adults can be monitored using the standard Butterfly Walk or Transect, but warm sunny weather is needed
as the adults tend to be reluctant fliers. For more information on transect recording go to www.ukbms.org.

The conspicuous late summer
webs provide a way of monitoring
the colony size as they can be
seen in any weather. If you have
Devil’s-bit Scabious ‘blue button’
on your land, or see Marsh
Fritillary webs, caterpillars or
butterflies, we would be very
pleased to hear from you.



The Marsh Fritillary is listed as a Priority Species
under the Northern Ireland Biodiversity Strategy (NIBS).
NIBS forms an integral part of the UK's commitment
to the Convention on Biological Diversity signed at the
Earth Summit in Rio in 1992. It is also on Annex ll of the
EU Habitats and Species Directive, and is protected under
the terms of The Wildlife (Northern Ireland) Order 1985.

Through June and July the adult females lay their eggs in
batches of up to 300 on the underside of the leaves of their
food plant, Devil’s-bit Scabious. They tend to choose larger
plants in warm, sheltered spots.

The eggs hatch within 2-3 weeks. The caterpillars live
communally within a conspicuous and protective silk web.
Often they will consume all the leaves available and have to
move en masse to another plant. Sometimes a trail of old
webs can be observed.

The caterpillars survive the winter inside a smaller but thicker
web deep within a dense grass tussock, where they can
survive temporary flooding.

The caterpillars emerge from hibernation in February/March
and bask together, their black colour enabling them to warm
up quickly in the spring sunshine. When warm enough they
will feed on the early Scabious leaves. Soon the caterpillars
become solitary and disperse to find more food. In April/May
they will find a sheltered place to pupate. After a couple of
weeks, the adults emerge, usually in late May and June.
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Managing land for the Marsh Fritillary

Marsh Fritillary butterflies need large areas of suitable habitat
(ideally more than 50 hectares) to maintain a sustainable population.
This relates to the large fluctuations in numbers that it undergoes.
The evidence is that it cannot survive long-term if the only habitats
available are small and isolated. Thus much work is now being done
across the UK to try and restore habitats and link them up.

The habitat requirements of the Marsh Fritillary are now well known,
and for most sites the correct management can be identified.
However, the Fermanagh and Tyrone colonies have not been studied
in any detail and more needs to be learnt about their management
history. Nevertheless, the following general management principles
should benefit the Marsh Fritillary:

A degree of light grazing, preferably by cattle, is essential to maintain
flower-rich areas, in particular the Devil’s-bit Scabious in an open
sward. Sheep selectively feed on Devil’s-bit Scabious and at
high stocking levels, can reduce and even eliminate it from sites.
Uncontrolled burning, agricultural improvement (draining, ploughing,
re-seeding etc) and cessation of grazing can all be detrimental.

The overall aim is to maintain or create a sward varying between
8-25cm (3-10“), with areas of abundant Devil’s-bit Scabious, ideally
also with a good supply of nectar sources in June in sunny situations.
While extensive grazing by cattle or ponies is usually ideal, site-specific
grazing management plans may be required in agri-environment
schemes. Sheep grazing may produce the required conditions, but
only with very low stocking levels during the summer (<0.1LU/ha/year).

Traditional breeds of cattle and horses are preferable as they are
less selective grazers and consequently can cope better with coarse
vegetation and scrub. Autumn/winter grazing is also suitable, as is
spring/summer grazing on wetter sites. Longer periods of lighter
grazing are far more preferable than shorter periods of heavier
grazing. Some scrub cutting may be necessary. It is best to cut a little
each year, between October and March. Avoid clearing all the scrub at
one time as other insects and birds will use it for shelter and breeding.

This management will also benefit the day-flying Narrow-bordered
Bee Hawk-moth and the other insects and plants associated with
unimproved grassland. If you have grassland rich in Devil’s-bit Scabious
(Blue button) we are happy to provide advice on suitable management.
Agri-environment schemes reward farmers and land managers for
enhancing Marsh Fritillary habitats.

Identification
The checkerboard pattern of oranges,
creams, browns and blacks make
the Marsh Fritillary more colourful than
Northern Ireland’s only other Fritillaries,
the Dark Green and Silver-washed
Fritillaries which are also larger, and
fly in June and July. Apart from a
slight size difference male and female
Marsh Fritillaries are similar, but until
they have laid their eggs, the females are
easily told by their swollen abdomen.

Caterpillar (fully grown)
20-23mm (approx 1in)

Size bars: actual size
Adult male wing span (tip to tip)
30-42mm (approx 11/2in)

Adult female wing span (tip to tip)
40-50mm (approx 13/4in)

Early spring caterpillars
feeding on scabious

Fully grown
caterpillar in
late spring
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