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Sapperton Wilder Butterfly Report  
  

 

Background –  Why i s  th is  important?  
 

Butter f l ies  are  incred ib le  ind icators of  the  w ider envi ronment and c l imate ,  as they are  

sensi t ive  to hab i tat  and c l imate  changes.  In  add i t ion  to moths,  they have been recogn ized as 

ind icators of  b iod ivers i ty .  Accord ing to the  Butter f ly  Conservat ion ,  the i r  fragi l i ty  makes them  

qu ick to react to change ,  so the i r  struggle  to surv ive  i s  a ser ious warn ing about our  

envi ronment.   

 

Th is  year ,  Sapperton Wi lder  jo ined the  UK Butter f ly  Monitor ing Scheme (UKBMS) to he lp  

invest igate  and deve lop the  ro le  of  butter f l ies  as ind icators of  the  state  of  b iod ivers i ty  a t  the  

pro ject and in  the  UK. Th is  report  serves as a base l ine  of  butter f ly  abundance and d ivers i ty  

at  the  star t  of  the  pro ject .  Annual  monitor ing w i l l  contr ibute  to the  nat ional  da tabase .  In  the  

future ,  we w i l l  be  ab le  to  see  changes when we compare  our  resu l ts  to  th is  base l ine .  Sapperton 

Wi lder  i s  among the  p ioneer ing s i tes in  the  scheme to have transec ts through herbal  leys ,  

prov id ing invaluab le  data for  th is  management stra tegy.   

 

 

Common Blue, photo by Chenie Prudhomme 

Autumn 2024 
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Methods –  What d id we do?  
 

The transect was estab l i shed us ing UKBMS gu idel ines ,  w i th the  he lp of  Matthew Oates.  The 

transect was sp l i t  in to 7 sect ions across the s i te  to c over each of the var ious hab i tat  and 

management types,  cover ing 6 .8  km in  total  (Tab le 1 ) .  See  Appendix  I  for map of transect 

sect ions .   

 

The sect ions were  walked once a week for  26 weeks,  f rom 1 Apr i l  to  end of September .  

Transect walks were car r ied out in  min imum 13°C or  warmer , w i th  at  least  60% sunsh ine  i f 

temperatures were between 13 -17°C,  or  17°C and not ra in ing.  Sect ions were  walked a t  a 

s low ,  steady pace count ing a l l  butter f l ies  seen w ith in  a f ixed d istance  of 2 .5m on e i ther  s ide 

of  the  sect ion  l ine  and 5m ahead .  Most weeks,  the  sect ions were  sp l i t  between two people .   

 

In  add i t ion  to the  weekly  transects ,  a s ingle  spec ies count was done for  Marb led Whites from 

24 June to 11 August .  Volunteers were  ass igned 2 f ie lds to walk  as of ten  as they ’d  l ike ,  

submitt ing the i r  resu l ts  weekly  to the pro ject Ecologist .  Resu l ts  from the  26 weeks of  transect 

walks were  submitted to the UKBMS nat ional  database  in  October 2024.  

 

Table 1: Section Length (in meters) and land management 

Sect ion  Length  (m ) F ie ld ( s )  Ma na gement 

1  8 7 3 Beech ,  K i te  AB8  W i ld f low er ,  pub l i c  foo tpa th ,  gras sy  co rne rs  

2  6 4 7 Ot te r  AB9  W i ld  B i rd Food  

3  7 3 4 New t AB8  W i ld f low er 

4  6 2 2 Oa k  Fa l low 

5  9 9 8 Ba dge r  AB8  ma rg in ,  G S4  Herba l  Ley  

6  1 6 69 
B i shops Wa lk ,  Bu t te r f l y ,  

Ha w thorn ,  Buzza rd  
Fa l low 

7  1 2 42 Fox  AB8  ma rg in ,  G S4  Herba l  Ley  

T ota l  6 7 85   

 

 

  

From Left: Silver-washed Fritillary, Brimstone, Large Skipper, and Meadow Browns. Photos by Chenie Prudhomme 
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Results  –  What did  we f ind?  
 

In  total ,  24 spec ies were  observed dur ing the 

transects ,  w i th  over  6000 total  records.  There  were 

on ly  2  weeks out of  the  26 weeks  that d id  not  f i t  the  

weather  cr i ter ia for inc lud ing in the  UKBMS 

database .  

 

Winners :  Common B lue ,  Meadow Brown,  Marb led 

White  

 

‘ Losers ’ :  Smal l  Tor to iseshe l l ,  Smal l  Copper  

 

Spec ies to watch :  Common B lue ,  Smal l  Copper , 

Brown Argus,  Dingy Sk ipper ,  and Smal l  Heat h 

 

Best Week :  Week 16 , w ith  900 records (F igure  1 )   

 

 

F igure  1 :  Sapperton Wi lder  UKBMS Weekly  Totals   

Week Number 

 

 

 

 
  

Highl ights in Numbers -  2024 

 

1 

N u mbe r  o f  Y ea r s  i n  th e  Sch e me  

6.79  

K i l o me t re s  wa l ke d  ea ch  wee k 

15 

N u mbe r  o f  pe o p l e  in vo l ve d  

24 

N u mbe r  o f  s pe c i es  r e cor d ed  

900 

H i gh e s t  W e e k l y  Cou n t  ( 17  Ju l y )  

3639 

H i gh e s t  sp e c ie s  co un t  ( Me ad o w Bro wn )  

6002 

To ta l  b u t ter f l y  r e cor d s  
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Table 2: Total records by species 

Common  Na me  Sc ien t i f i c  Na me  Tot a l  Cou n t  

Meadow Brown  Man i o l a  j u r t i n a  3 6 39  

Mar b l ed  Whi te  Mel an a rg i a  ga l a t hea  5 1 7  

Sma l l /Es s ex  Sk i pper  Thy me l i cu s  sy lv e s tr i s / l i n eo l a  4 1 7  

Ri ng le t  Ap hant op u s  hy p e rant u s  3 7 6  

Gatekeeper  Py ron i a  t i t hon us  3 6 0  

Common Bl ue  Po l y ommat u s  i ca ru s  2 1 3  

Brown A rg us  Ar i c i a  ages t is  7 4  

Sma l l  Wh i te  P i e r i s  rap ae  7 3  

Large  Whi te  P i e r i s  bra s s i cae  5 5  

Large  Sk i pper  Oc hl od es  sy l van u s  5 0  

Green -Ve i ned  Whi te  P i e r i s  n ap i  4 2  

Peacock  Ag l a i s  i o  3 7  

Orange  T i p  Ant h oc ha r i s  ca rd amin es  3 7  

Red  Admi ra l  Van es s a  a ta l ant a  3 7  

Pa i n ted  Lady  Van es s a  ca rd u i  1 7  

Br i ms tone  G on ept e r y x  r hamn i  1 3  

Speck l ed  Wood  Para rge  aege r i a  1 2  

Sma l l  Heath  Coen ony mp ha  p amp hi lu s  9  

Di ng y Sk i pper  Er y nn is  t ages  9  

Hol l y  Bl ue  Ce l a s tr i n a  a rg i o l u s  4  

Comma  Po l y gon i a  c -a l bu m  3  

Sma l l  Copper  Ly caen a  p h l aeas  3  

Si l ve r-Was hed  Fr i t i l l a r y  Arg y n n i s  p ap h i a  3  

Sma l l  Tor to i s es hel l  Ag l a i s  ur t i cae  2  

 

By  Sect i on  
 

As sect ions were  d i fferent lengths  (Tab le  1 ) ,  butter f ly  counts needed to be  standard ised by  

d istance  to be  ab le  to compare  them . In  total ,  Sec t ion  4  (Oak f ie ld )  had the  h ighest total  

count/100m with  149 butter f l ies  per  100m. Sect ion  2 (Otter  f ie ld ) ,  had the lowest total  

count/100m with  39 butter f l ies/100m. Meadow Browns,  wh ich  accounted for just  over  60% 

of a l l  records ,  w ere  found in  a l l  sect ions ,  wh i le  most abundant in  Sect ion  4 (Oak f ie ld ) .   

 
M ar b led  W hi tes  –  S i ng le  Spec i es  Counts  
 

A  total  of  294 marb led whites were recorded by volunteers over  7  week s.  Numbers peaked in 

ear ly  to mid -Ju ly .  Read be low for  Matthew Oates ’  thoughts on how th is  spec ies i s  co lon is ing 

the  Sapperton Wi lder  f ie lds .   

http://www.sappertonwilder.co.uk/
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Discussion  –  What does i t  mean?  
 

Drivers of  change of butter f ly  popu lat ions inc lude weather  & c l imate  change ,  hab i tat  re lated 

dr ivers ,  pest ic ides & pol lu t ion ,  and conservat ion act ion  (UKBMS 2022 Annual  Report ) .   

Butter f l ies  are  par t icu lar ly  impacted by weather , as they need sunsh ine and dry weather to 

f ly ,  feed ,  and f ind  mates .  Th is  year ,  the  UK saw very  unsett led  weather ,  and anecdotal ly  was  

one of the strangest summers weather -w ise  many had seen .  Th is c l imate  context must be 

taken in to considerat ion  when looking at  the resu l ts .  The Met O ff ice  weather summary saw 

Marb led  Whites 

By  Matthew Oates  

 

The  Marb l ed  Wh i te  i s  no t  ju st  b ig  and showy,  and  the  u l t imate  beg inner ’ s  bu tte r f l y ,  i t ’ s  a  good 

i ndi cato r  species  o f f lower - r i ch g rass land .   In the  Cotswo lds ,  i t  occu rs  i n  l a rge  colon ies  on 

l imestone  g rass l and  banks ,  f l y ing  du r ing  the  midsummer  per iod .   I t  was  one  o f  onl y  a  hand ful  

o f  bu tte r f l i e s  that  fa red  reasonab ly  we l l  du ring  the  poo r  i n sect  summer  o f  2024,  benefi t i ng 

f rom a  f i ne  l a te  June .    

 

When  the  Sapper ton  Wi lder  f i el d s  were  i n  arab l e,  i t   

occu r red  on ly  a long  the  b road  r i de  runn ing  th rough   

the  no r thern  b lock  f i e ld s  and  along  some o f  the   

Countrys ide  Stewardship  head lands .  The  headland   

a long  the  no r th  edge  o f  Oak  f ie l d  su rvi ved  and   

ma in ta ined  a  smal l  populat ion  o f  Marb l ed  Whi te .    

 

In  2024,  the  Marb l ed  Whi te  was  found  in  a l l  SW  

f i e l d s,  though  on l y  a  singl e ton  was reco rded  in  Otter  and  ju st  two  in  Owl .   S i zeab l e  co lon ies 

were  found  in  a l l  the  southern  and  no r thern  b lock  f i e l d s,  and  in Oak,  and  more  modest 

popu lat ions  i n  the  newly  sown  herbal  l eys  and  wi l d fl ower  meadows –  where  i t  was  favouring 

the  headlands .    

 

I t ’ s  par t i cu lar l y  in te rest ing  to  f i nd  Marb l ed  Wh i te  as  a  p ioneer  co lon i st  i n  newly  sown  herbal  

l eys  and  wi l d f lower  meadows,  wh ich  were  onl y  sown  in  Sept  2023 and  Apr i l  2024.   Marb l ed 

White  l a rvae feed  in i t i a l l y  on  fi ne  g rasses ,  par t i cular l y  fescues ,  be fo re  rang ing  onto  broad -

l eaved  g rasses  i n the i r l a tte r  i n stars .   C rucial l y ,  fescues  are  i nc luded  in  the herbal  l ey  and 

wi l d f lower  mixes .   I t  wi l l  be  very  i n te rest ing  to  monito r  the  deve lopment o f  Marb l ed  Wh i te 

co lon ies  in  the  SW f ie l d s .    

http://www.sappertonwilder.co.uk/
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Spr ing as warm,  unsett led ,  very wet and du l l ;  Summer  as cooler  than average w ith  much 

unsett led  weather ;  w i th  Autumn as unsett led ,  be low average temps and above average ra infal l .  

 

The  nat ionwide resu l ts  from the  Butter f ly  Conservat ion ’s  B ig Butter f ly  Count ( runn ing s ince 

2010) ,  found i t  was the  worst  summer in  the Count ’s  h istory for  Common B lue , Hol ly  B lue , 

Green-ve ined White ,  Smal l  White ,  Smal l  Tor to iseshe l l ,  Painted Lady and Scotch  Argus  

(Butter f ly  Conservat ion ,  2024) .  We won’t  know how butter f l ies regional ly  fared and how our  

counts might comp are  unt i l  the  UKBMS resu l ts  are  c ompi led  in  the  new year ,  but we  can give  

an  anecdotal  p icture  for  now. Once we have a few years of  data to c om pare  th is  base l ine  to ,  

we can begin  to draw more conc lus ions on trends.  

 

Th ink ing about our  records w ith in a nat ional  context ,  Matthew also prov ided h is  thoughts on 

each of  our  recorded spec ies :  

 

Spec ies  Anecdotal  Trend 

Mea dow  Brow n G rea t  yea r  he re  fo r  them in  gene ra l .  A lwa ys a  p ro l i f i c  spec ie s .  

Ma rb led  W h i te  See  above   

Sma l l /E ssex  Sk ippe r  Ba d  yea r  gene ra l l y ,  bo th  l i ke  rough  gra ssy  ma rg in s  

R ing le t  P re t ty  w e l l  d i s t r ibu ted a cros s the s i te ,  bu t d idn ’ t  ha ve a  good yea r 

gene ra l l y .  W i l l  g ive  a  rea d ing on  hedge row mana gement .  

G a tekeepe r A l so  know n  a s the Hedge  Brow n ,  w i l l  i n c rea se as  hedges expand  

Common B lue  Ama z ing fo r  th is  yea r ,  poor  f i r s t  b rood  bu t  qu i te  good second  b rood.  

One  to  w a tch  fo r ,  espec ia l l y  on  he rba l  leys  a nd  w i ld f lower  m ix  

B row n Argus  Moved  in r i gh t  aw a y ,  b reeds  on  c ranesb i l l s  in  ma rg in s/hedges .   

Sma l l  and  La rge  W h i te  Ca me good  la te ,  Ot te r  f ie ld  shou ld ’ ve  been  much  be t te r  fo r  these .   

La rge  Sk ippe r  P oor  yea r  gene ra l l y .  L i ke s  rough  gras sy  a rea s ,  so  northe rn  b lock 

( s ec t ion  6 )  shou ld con t inue  to  improve  

G reen -Ve ined Wh i te  Re la t ive ly  good  yea r ,  go t  th i rd  b rood  

P ea cock P a r  fo r  2 02 4 ,  ne t t le feede r  

O ra nge  T ip  Ok th i s  yea r ,  Ot te r  wa s  a c tua l l y  ok  

Red  Admira l  Norma l - i sh numbers ,  2 n d  b rood  decen t  numbers  

P a in ted  Lady A  fa i l ed m igra n t  th i s  yea r ,  so  ha v ing 1 7  th i s  yea r  is  p re t ty  good  

B r ims tone Breeds  on  pu rg ing  buckthorn , need to  a dd  th i s  to  ou r  hedge row  gapp ing 

up  p la n t ing  

Speck led  Wood W i l l  ge t  more a s hedges expa nd  

Sma l l  Hea th Ve ry  poor yea r ,  9  in  to ta l  i s  d i re .  New  co lon i s t to he re ,  so th i s  m igh t 've 

been i t ' s  "mov ing in "  yea r  

Ding y  Sk ippe r A l so  a  new  co lon i s t  he re ,  b reeds  on  B i rd s - foot  t re fo i l  

Ho l l y  B lue  Did  ok  fo r th is  yea r .  Importa n t one ,  a s  i t  te l l s  you how  you r  be rry 

bea r ing  sh rubs  a re  do ing  

Comma On ly  3 ,  a s  w e  m is s  the second emergence  in Octobe r 

http://www.sappertonwilder.co.uk/
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Sma l l  Copper On ly  found in one f ie ld  (Sect ion  3 ) .  T o ha ve any  th is  yea r  i s  a n 

a ch ievement.  Needs ba re  ground  and  so rre l /dock  

S i l ve r -W a shed  Fr i t i l l a ry  On ly  3  w a ndere r ing  th rough ,  ve ry  bad  yea r  ove ra l l  

Sma l l  T o rto i se she l l  Qu in tessen t ia l  l a te  summer  ga rden  bu t te r f l y  tha t  ha d  a  horr ib le  yea r ,  in  

the  runn ing fo r  wors t  numbers  th i s  yea r.  We  d idn ' t  do  a nyth ing w rong 

by  on ly  ha v ing 2  

 

We were  miss ing a few spec ies th is  year  that we would  expect/hope to see :  

  Clouded Ye l low :  a migratory spec ies from Europe  

  White  Letter  Hai rstreak :  needs mature  E lms, wh ich the  UK is  lack ing after  Dutch E lm 

Disease .  A lso d i ff icu l t  to  spot ,  as i t  f l ies  around the  tops of  trees  

 

Future  spec ies to watch for  and the i r p lant requ irements :  

  Dark Green Fr i t i l l ary  –  hai ry  v io le t 

  Gr izz led  Sk ipper  –  w i ld  strawberry and agr imony 

  Ch alkh i l l  B lue  –  horseshoe vetch 

  Sm al l  B lue  -  k idney vetch 

  Green Hairstrea k –  common rock rose  and common b i rd ’s -foot trefo i l  

  Brown Hairstreak  –  young b lackthorn  growth 

 

As you can see ,  each spec ies has d i fferent larval  and adu l t  feed ing requ irements .  Thus,  the 

greater  d ivers i ty  of  h ab i tat  and p lant  spec ies ,  the  gr eater  numbers and d ivers i ty  of  butter f l ies  

you would  expect to see .   

 

What are  the  next  steps?  
 

The pro ject has a l ready begun land management geared towards the  balanc ing of  increas ing 

b iod ivers i ty  a longside  food product ion .  Act ions suc h as sowing herbal  leys and w i ldf lower 

margins ,  le tt ing  the  hedgerows expand w ith  rotat i onal  topp ing,  leav ing uncut head l ands,  

leav ing cer tain  f ie lds fa l low ,  and topp ing f ie lds w ith  a mosaic  of  topp ing he ights ,  w i l l  prov ide 

an  increas ing leve l  o f  hab i tat  and p lant d ivers i ty  for  a l l  of  the  var ious butter f ly  spec ies .   

 

Annual  monitor ing w i l l  a l so he lp  to paint a more  comprehensive  p icture  of  butter f ly  spec ies 

abundance and d ivers i ty ,  as  we l l as  hopefu l ly  captur ing the  presence of rare  spec ies or 

migrants .  
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Appendix  I :  Map of Transect  Sections  
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