No Butterflies???

Hands up if you did the Big Butterfly Count? Hands up again if
you saw any butterflies?? Hands up a third time if you saw
more than 3 species??

If you did three “Hand ups” you were lucky — or maybe you did
your count at the end of the count period when we had a
warmer spell of weather and a few butterflies started to
appear.

It has been, by most people’s reckoning, a very bad year for butterflies all over the country. And also
moths - many people have reporting empty traps at time when they would expect a good selection
of species. And there are gloomy reports relating to bees and hoverflies as well.

So what are the reasons? Well nobody really knows yet but here are some theories:

A very long damp winter. It is certainly possible the butterflies and moths which overwinter in the
pupal or small caterpillar stage may have had problems with the winter weather which would have
encouraged fungus diseases. | recorded the Clouded Drab (an unfortunate name for a rather nice
spring moth) only 15 times this year whereas the average for a year is about 100. The figures are
typical for the larger spring moths which overwinter as underground pupae. And the Dark Arches,
which overwinters as a larva, has appeared 61 times so far this year rather than the usual 200.
However, spring butterflies such as Orange Tip seem to have done quite well — but their pupae are
above ground and away from the damp and cold. And indeed there are some moths whose numbers
are close to the average.

A long damp spring. When the weather is poor you never know whether the butterflies are there
but not flying or if they are just not there. So the low counts may or may not be real but the general
feeling is that butterflies were genuinely very scarce in the spring, apart perhaps from the whites.
They may not have had much of a chance to mate and lay eggs for the next generation.

Bad weather last summer Just when the 2023 batch of summer butterflies were wanting to fly
around and find mates the weather was very poor. And small caterpillars do not do well in heavy
rain. This could mean that the next generation was reduced.

Pesticides This is unlikely to be a factor here in Pembs as | don’t believe pesticide usage has changed
much over the last few years. If it has, it is likely to have been a reduction.

Parasites This a very likely to be the cause of the dramatic crash in the Small Tortoiseshell in
Pembrokeshire over the last 2 years. The recent arrival in the British Isles of the parasitoid tachinid fly
Sturmia bella whose larvae feed within the caterpillar before killing the host has caused dramatic
cycles in populations in England and this may now have spread to Pembrokeshire (previously our
Small Tortoiseshell population had been quite robust)

Itis very likely to be a combination of factors. There are a lot of people working on gathering more
information about the butterfly and moth shortage so hopefully we have some answers soon. But it
is certainly worrying — | plot my moth sightings on graphs and this year is by some margin the worst
year since | have been recording them (2011), in terms of both number and variety of species.
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