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Overview 

Thank you all for the very prompt return of your 2009 records. There are still a few outstanding! 

Weatherwise the 2009 season was very similar to the previous year with a fine early summer and late 

autumn and a rather wet/cold intermediate period in July and August. Some species like the Holly Blue 

appeared to be much scarcer. Is this due to inclement weather or is it part of a natural cycle of the species 

due to a build-up in its parasitoid wasp Listrodomus nycthemerus?  Numbers of Small Tortoiseshell, but not 

sightings, were reduced. But other species such as the Wood White, Green Hairstreak and Marsh Fritillary 

appeared to be doing well. Searches for Marsh Fritillary larvae have continued to be very successful 

especially in Donegal and in other areas. Systematic searches have yielded dividends and previously 

known sites, such as Pollardstown Fen (Kildare), have been “rediscovered”. So there has been a significant 

increase in the number of known MF sites. Some reports suggest  that sites may be rather fragmented. 

Research findings suggest that 25 hectares may be required for a sustainable „meta-population‟, as the 

species is liable to local extinction and recolonisation is nigh impossible in the absence of a nearby colony. 

A number of causes have been suggested for extinction, high levels of parasitoids, inbreeding,   

undergrazing or overgrazing, separately or in combination. 

An increased number of Wood White observations may be the result of better differentiation of “whites” by 

recorders and a tendency towards bivoltinism (two broods per annum). The latter is directly attributable to 

climate change. The Comma has had its best year to date in the RoI with reports from Dublin to Waterford. 

2009 has seen the biggest invasion of the Painted Lady, arguably the largest in recent decades, but as is 

seen below numbers are very difficult to quantify. It was an unexceptional year for Red Admirals and only 

three Clouded Yellows in total were seen. Whites are often (?usually) augmented by immigrants and there 

is some evidence of relatively small numbers accompanying the PL influx. 

2009 was the last year of the third 5-year survey (2005-09) and while analysis is not yet complete, the level 

of recording was very similar to the previous 5-year period and a comparison of the level of activity may be 

seen elsewhere in tables in this newsletter. The NBDC has increased the number of its transects to c.80, 

so hopefully over the coming years there will be a sufficient amount of data suitable for quantitative 

analysis. On an international level, there has been a broader recognition of the value of butterflies and 

moths as suitable bio-indicators of climate change. In Britain there is very clear evidence of a continuing 

northward movement of species, which is especially obvious in Scotland in relation to Speckled Wood and 

Skippers. 

It is somewhat depressing however to note that many eastern European countries which are very rich in 

wildlife, including butterflies,suffering from the abandonment of pastoralism and movement of populations 

to urban areas and that other areas suffering from commercial development and CAP related intensification 

of agriculture. Turkey has commenced large scale hydroelectric schemes in the Kaçkar Mountains  with 

scant regard to the high nature value of the area. You may sign up to a petition: www.savekackars.com 

Ongoing Recording 

Many of you have already availed of the online recording facility on ButterflyIreland.com in 2009 and its is 

hoped that some further development will occur later in the year. The systems of Vice Counties will be 

familiar to some but not to many. This system was developed in the early 20th century where counties were 

give a number from 1-36. The prefix “H” (Hibernia) was used to distinguish them from the British Vice 

Counties, e.g. H21(Dublin), H3, H4 and H5 (West, Mid and East Cork respectively). If you are not familiar, 

with the grid reference system then choose the County name only. Further information on the Vice 

Counties can be found on National Botanic Gardens website 

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/uk-leps/message/19831;_ylc=X3oDMTJxMGkycW8xBF9TAzk3MzU5NzE1BGdycElkAzIyMjgxNgRncnBzcElkAzE3MDUwODMwMTAEbXNnSWQDMTk4MzEEc2VjA2Rtc2cEc2xrA3Ztc2cEc3RpbWUDMTI3MDIwMzUzMw--


The Dublin Naturalists‟ Field Club, 35 Nutley Park, Dublin  4  www.ButterflyIreland.com  www.dnfc.com dnfc@eircom.net,      3 

      

 

www.botanicgardens.ie/herb/census/webbvcs.htm . Grid references are essential for database entry and 

may be obtained from Discovery Map Series or using a GPS with the appropriate datum selected. Prefixes 

will be B, C ……X depending on the 100 grid square. You can also obtain them from Paul Whelan‟s 

website at www.biology.ie/convert.php . If possible, please provide a 6 figure grid reference for the middle 

of your site and where a site crosses into another 10 km square please treat it as a second site. If you need 

further help please contact dnfc@eircom.net . Some sites for grid references are not reliable for map 

reading, nor is MS Internet Explorer considered to be effective with GoogleMap! 

It is intended to publish updated maps on www.butterflyireland.com, as soon as time permits. It should be 

noted that data received after 1st March 2010 has not been included at this stage but all records received 

will be entered into the database. 

 

The 2009 Painted Lady Invasion 

The Painted Lady is a regular immigrant to Ireland but numbers fluctuate from year to year. The 2009 

invasion was well signalled. Constantí Stefanescu, who organises a butterfly monitoring scheme in 

Catalonia, Spain, and some colleagues who had been studying the migration of the Painted Lady, 

organised a winter visit to Morocco to find its winter breeding grounds. Winter precipitation had been 

plentiful in Morocco and vegetation was flourishing in valleys at the foothills of the Atlas Mountains. Near 

Taroudant, about 150 km south of Marrakech, they struck „gold‟. In one small field (of many) in a valley, 

they estimated that there had been 150,000 Painted Lady pupae, most of which had already ecloded. 

Thousands of these butterflies were observed moving northwards and by mid-April huge numbers had 

crossed the Mediterranean into Spain and France, bred and moved northwards. Large numbers were seen, 

for example in France, in April and May and there was a steady trickle to Britain and Ireland. On 22nd May 

100 were seen in Dorset and the invasion proper had commenced in Britain. Nobody knows how many 

arrived there but estimates there range up to a billion. Many arrived at low level but research, using a 

special type of radar, showed the movement of big numbers of butterflies (probably Painted Ladies with 

some Red Admirals) at heights up to 1200 metres where temperature would have been very low. 

In Ireland the invasion proper commenced on Friday 29th May with reports from a number of sites on south 

and east coasts and …. The main invasion appears to have been on 30th -31st, but there were a number of 

„waves” over a period of several days. Most of the initial large scale sightings were of streams moving north 

or north-eastwards but as days proceeded indications are that while many had settled, there were 

movements in some areas in other directions with landed immigrants intensively feeding themselves from 

all available nectar sources, while more newcomers streamed overhead. Many presumably ended up in a 

watery grave. Some PLs reached Iceland which has no indigenous butterflies. 

Some summary details are given below. It was not feasible to include all reports received, but all records 

have been entered into the database where grid references could be established. 

Records sheets are available on line or will be posted on request. Please state number required. 

First Arrivals 

29th May: Tramore (Tony Bryant), 10+ seen starting c.14:30; Kilcoole etc (Niall T Keogh), 18; nr Ashford 

(Angus Tyner), 1 every 2 minutes, 9:13; Clonroe, Ashford (Roberta Reeners), 5; Wicklow Head etc 

(Christian & Faith Wilson), 30+; Cork to Waterford (Mary Duggan & Paul Walsh), 20+, 18:00+; Gorey (Maja 

Gawlikowska & Tomasz Babiarz), 2; Rathfarnham/Dundrum, Dublin (Michael Grey), 55; Moyard, Galway, 

http://www.botanicgardens.ie/herb/census/webbvcs.htm
http://www.biology.ie/convert.php
mailto:dnfc@eircom.net
http://www.butterflyireland.com/
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(Ger O‟Donnell), 4; Kilmaconey, Wicklow (Mary Cronin), 30+; Broad Meadows, Malahide (John Lovatt), 5; 

Waterford (Stefanie Fleischer), 4;  Carriganore (Waterford), c.10 (L. Lysaght); Dublin (D Nash), 3; 5 were 

seen by Jean Dunleavy and Don Cotton at Lislary on the Sligo coast. 

 

29th May 30th May 31st May 1st June 2nd June 

37 reports 172 reports 150 reports 70 70 

 

A total of approximately1500 reports were received throughout the season. It should always be noted that 

lepidopterists tend to be more active on Saturday and Sunday, so not surprising the largest reports were for 

30th and 31st May!  Some recorders have commented on the mixed appearance of some migrants with 

bright and larger insects in the company of smaller and duller ones. It is presumed that the „brighter‟ ones 

are progeny from temperate Europe and that the smaller ones may have come more directly from the hotter 

and drier climates of the Mediterranean of from N Africa itself. 

Some quite spectacular sightings were reported and while it is quite impossible to quantify the numbers of 

Painted Ladies that arrived, a selection below give the „flavour‟ of the observations received.  

Jim Wilson (Cobh): summarised counts for 15 minute periods on 30 May: 15+;  31st May: occasional PL 

from the sea; 2nd June: 15:35-15:50 647; 17:00-17:15 113; 18:55 -19:10 7 – all flying northwards. 

Aisling Nic an Sithigh: (Dunquin, Kerry), 80 counted in an area of 60 square metres, 31 May -  large 

numbers “ar nos socraid” from the Skelligs to Dunquin.  Two sizes with smaller ones less bright …. very 

active during nights … 

Sean Breen: (Dundrum, Tipperary), 31st May 192/h initially; 223/15 mins, 2 June 

Robert Northridge: (Donegal) Bunglass to Malinbeg (701); at One Man‟s Pass 40 per minute observed, 31 

May 

Ralph & Liz Sheppard: (St John‟s Point, Donegal Bay) estimated 20,000 on, 2 June 

Cape Clear Bird Observatory: estimated 10,000, 31 May 

John Lynch: (Clondrohid, Cork) estimated 6000, 31 May. 

Joe Duane reported seeing large number of „unidentifiable‟ butterflies flying over Loughrea while fishing 

over the weekend. They were flying in a variety of directions – west to east, north-east to south-west and 

south-west to north east. 

Tony Nagle & Harry Hussey, (Coolea and Ballymakeera) 1500, 31 May 

Kilroe National School  (nr Headford): 1500/h estimated, 3 June(?). 

Marilyn Farrell: (Lispole/Glen Minard, Kerry), 1 June, “thousands” in the general area. 

Ger OôDonnell: (Inishbofin Island) several hundred, 31 May. 

Tom Carey: (NE shore of L Corrib), 1 June, “hundreds if not thousands” … north to south ….   
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The acknowledged preferred food plant in Ireland has been the Creeping Thistle Cirsium vulgare but a 

temporary shortage of foodplants resulting in a more catholic diet. Eggs were laid on other members of the 

thistle family – Frank Smyth reported that larvae appeared to thrive better on the near relative the Globe 

Thistle. Eggs were reported on Nettle and on Burdock (Niamh Lennon for Inishboffin). According to Frank 

Smyth, the food plants in order of frequency of use are Creeping Thistle, Nettle, Globe Thistle, Burdock, 

Marsh Thistle and Mallow. Frank observed a final instar on Mallow at West End, Bundoran, in July. Other 

field observations in relation to observation of eggs or caterpillars on other foodplants are very welcome. 

In a number of sites very large numbers of eggs were reported in areas of dense thistle in open fields. 

Frank & Joan Smyth did a longitudinal study at a site at Carrickfad, Rossnowlagh  in south Donegal: 

2
nd

 June:  400 PLs in a field, a quarter of whom were nectaring on clover etc. In the middle of the field about 

300 were in an area of c.200 square feet (20 m
2
) covered in thistles. The thistles were glistening with eggs 

with individual plants having >100 eggs and probably a grand total of tens of thousands.  

8
th
 June: Confirmed the very localised and concentrated egg laying in the field with adjacent eggless patches. 

A small number of eggs had been deposited on nettles growing amongst the thistles. Three small thistle 

leaves alone had more than 300 eggs. Total number of eggs reckoned to be 200,000. Caterpillars were 

starting to emerge with 15% of eggs turning black. 

2
nd

 July: Thistles at centre of field had turned brown having been consumed by larvae. A small number of 

larvae were still on them but death by starvation appeared imminent for those remaining. Peripheral 

caterpillars were doing well and as also were those on Globe Thistle. Larvae were up to 2.5 cm (1”) long. 

While there had been large scale attrition there were still some hundreds of caterpillars present. 

24
th
 July: Brown desert with of some regeneration of thistles. A few larvae remaining. Fresh PLs were noted 

on 28
th
 July. The conclusion was that generally low density laying of eggs is much more productive for the 

species than high density positing. 

In Donegal the initial influx was on 30
th
 May with large number streaming mainly northwards. Particularly arge 

numbers were reported by Boyd Bryce from Inch Island (Buncrana) and by Danny Gillespie at Muckros (west of 

Killybegs). A fuller Donegal report of sighting can be found on ButterflyIreland.com 

2009 was one of the „big‟ migratory years for the Painted Lady. If reported sighting are estimated to be 1% of 

emigrants then total was 6 million; 0.1 % would represent  60 million …  However, the numbers of the Irish generation 

seen later in the season were „disappointing‟ due to cold and wet weather. There was also a „mini invasion‟ on 31
st
 

October in the south (Freddie Walsh, The Raven, Wexford (14))  and east coast (Frank Smyth, Howth(18)) and a 

similar one in England, where there has also been evidence of end-of-season reverse migration. 

 
Creeping Thistle with Painted Lady Eggs 
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Weekly counts of Painted Lady from April to November 
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Summary of 2009 Records and Reports 

Species 

 

No. Records 

10 km 

1st 

Record 

Date 

Recorder Last 

Record 

Recorder 

Essex Skipper 2 12/7 Gaggle 13/8 C Wilson 

Dingy Skipper 30 10/5 G Hunt 27/6 R McCafferty 

Wood White 88 18/4 G Hunt 12/8 J Harding 

Clouded Yellow 3 1/6 J Hurley 22/9 CCBO 

Brimstone 24 17/3 J Duane 11/9 T Tarpey 

Large White 157 25/3 J Duane 16/10 A Nolan 

Small White 128 22/3 Gaggle 31/10 F Smyth 

Green-vnd-white 283 25/3 J Duane 16/10 CCBO 

Orange-tip 209 31/3 J Duane 30/6 H Cloney 

Green Hairstreak 56 10/4 O & C Morrison 25/6 P Sheridan 

Brown Hairstreak 3 30/7 J Harding 11/9 T Tarpey 

Purple Hairstr‟k 8 15/7 D Hardiman 18/8 D Hardiman 

Small Copper 83 18/4 F Walsh 17/10 Gaggle 

Small Blue 25 9/5 F Walsh 5/7 M Simms 

Common Blue 106 11/4 A Nolan 17/10 Gaggle 

Holly Blue 52 20/3 S Geraty 11/11 B Aldwell 

Red Admiral 159 17/3 T Miller 20/11 F Smyth 

Painted Lady 333 11/4 A NicanSithigh 10/11 F Smyth 

Small Tort‟shell 138 20/2 F Walshe 3/11 B Aldwell 

Comma 8 22/4 H Cloney 10/8 C Wilson 

Peacock 156 1/3 N Lennon 12/10 M Simms 

P.B.  Fritillary 5 23/5 K Hannan 13/6 K Hannan 

D.G. Fritillary 25 12/6 D Gillespie 27/8 CCBO 

S.W.  Fritillary 50 15/6 A Byrne 22/9 J Cahill et al 

Marsh Fritillary 61 22/5 B Aldwell 4/7 J Harding 

Speckled Wood 256 29/3 B Danaher 25/10 M O‟Sullivan 

Wall Brown 41 20/4 C&O Morrison 20/9 CCBO 

Grayling 19 4/6 T Miller 13/9 N Gray 

Gatekeeper 6 28/6 F Walshe 31/8 CCBO 

Meadow Brown 186 10/5 D Gillespie 24/10 P Sheridan 

Ringlet 157 22/5 B Aldwell 9/9 R McCafferty 

Small Heath 96 10/5 D Gillespie 10/9 CCBO 

Large Heath 21 3/6 R McCafferty 1/7 M Salter/D Nash 

First and last sightings in 2009, compiled from records received by 1/3/2010 
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Species 

 

No. Records 1995-

1999 

No. Records 2000-

2004 

*No. Records 

2005-2009 

Essex Skipper 0 0 5 

Dingy Skipper 49 53 68 

Wood White 149 169 231 

Clouded Yellow 82 234 156 

Brimstone 106 115 98 

Large White 473 402 394 

Small White 427 359 344 

Green-vnd-white 736 682 621 

Orange-tip 550 522 511 

Green Hairstreak 86 130 172 

Brown Hairstreak 16 12 15 

Purple Hairstreak 16 27 37 

Small Copper 271 288 278 

Small Blue 43 53 60 

Common Blue 353 361 354 

Holly Blue 94 146 207 

Red Admiral 416 435 408 

Painted Lady 233 425 448 

Small Tortoiseshell 478 507 494 

Comma 0 6 12 

Peacock 530 518 506 

P.B.  Fritillary 6 3 8 

D.G. Fritillary 80 76 79 

S.W.  Fritillary 135 183 179 

Marsh Fritillary 67 64 115 

Speckled Wood 632 605 561 

Wall Brown 267 235 160 

Grayling 128 103 97 
Gatekeeper 48 56 34 
Meadow Brown 580 642 559 
Ringlet 438 558 462 
Small Heath 193 208 238 
Large Heath 28 73 87 
No. of 10 km square records for three successive 5-year periods 

*Compiled from records received up to 1/3/2010 

    ******** 

Squares not recorded in 2005/2009 (See Map) 
H20 H31 H40 N39, N49 Cavan/Leitrim; H53 H72 H81 Monaghan 
N41 N53 Offaly; S13 Tipperary 
N56 Westmeath; N86 N96 N97 N98 Meath; O05 Dublin 
F82 F83 F84 G03 G04 M09 M59 Mayo; L85 L86 Galway 
V45 V67 R00 Kerry; W18 W19 Cork/Kerry 
W26 W29 R41 Cork; T04 Wexford 
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The Wall Brown 

The Wall Brown is a species that has been noted to be in considerable decline, 

especially from inland area, both in Britain and in some other western Europe 

countries. The cause(s) of its decline are unknown. It has become very scarce in 

NI, and in the RoI, it appears that a similar decline has occurred as will be 

apparent from the above table. But revisitation of known sites would help to throw 

more light on its status. If you intend to (re)visit some of the „open circle‟ sites in 

2010 in a particular locality, please contact dnfc@eircom.net for further site 

information. The x-axis of time of flight chart is for weeks 1 to 52. 

 

 

 
Wall Brown 2005-09 v 2000-2004 (open circles) 

 

 

 

 
Wall Brown 2000-09 v 1995-99 (open circles)

mailto:dnfc@eircom.net
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European butterflies on the brink:  

The IUCN European Red Data Book 

Almost one in ten species of European butterflies (37 species) are under threat of extinction and almost 

one-third are declining according to a major new report from IUCN and Butterfly Conservation Europe. A 

further 10% are close to being threatened and one species, the Madeiran Large White, is probably extinct, 

not having been seen for 20 years. 

Because butterflies are good indicators of biodiversity, the results indicate a serious crisis for Europe‟s 

wildlife. Around one-third of all European butterfly species are unique to Europe and the report shows that 

15 of these are now globally threatened.  

The main factor causing the declines has been the extensive loss of key habitats such as flower-rich 

grassland and wetlands, due to agricultural intensification. However, changes in habitat management and 

abandonment of pastures in mountain areas have taken their toll. 

Over half of European butterflies rely on traditional grazing to maintain their flower-rich, grassland habitats. 

Such systems are being abandoned on a massive scale as they cannot compete economically with 

modern, highly intensive agriculture. Climate change is thought to be a serious future threat to many 

species.  

Among the most endangered species are the Danube Clouded Yellow, now thought to be confined to a few 

sites in Romania, and the Violet Copper, a beautiful wetland species that has undergone drastic declines in 

many countries. The only British species on the Endangered list is the Large Blue, which become extinct 

here in 1979 but has since been successfully reintroduced. It is declining rapidly in every other country 

where it occurs in Europe.  

Two other British butterflies are in serious decline at a European level (classed as Near Threatened): the 

Duke of Burgundy and Lulworth Skipper. Both had their worst ever year in Britain last year, declining by 

65% and 87% respectively since 2000. 

Dr Martin Warren, Chief Executive of the UK based charity Butterfly Conservation and one of the report‟s 

authors said “The rapid decline of so many species is extremely worrying. They point to a major loss of 

wildlife and wild habitats across Europe. Far more effort is needed to support the traditional farming 

systems on which many species depend and protect key areas from development.” 

The new Red List of European butterflies were produced by a team of over 50 experts from countries 

across Europe, co-ordinated by Butterfly Conservation Europe and IUCN. Europe has an exceptionally rich 

butterfly fauna comprising 435 resident species, including spectacular species like the Apollo and 

Swallowtail. The Red List is available online at  

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/redlist 

Chris van Swaay 

Note: The Large Heath is the only Irish species which is considered to be vulnerable at a European level although it is 

not considered threatened with the 27 EU countries. This does not imply that other species are not threatened at a 

national or local level in Ireland. 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/redlist
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Quarries as reservoirs for butterflies 

 

Tipperary town is situated in the heart of the golden vale. The land around is very fertile and is mainly used as pasture 

for cattle and sheep. This method of farming is very intensive and leaves little room for wildlife. As the wildflower 

meadows disappear traditional countryside butterflies are forced to seek out new habitats. The construction industry 

with its insatiable appetite for sand and gravel was their unlikely saviour. To meet the needs of a developing town and 

surrounding areas, three quarries were opened and this created new habitats for butterflies and other wildlife.  

All three quarries are owned by Gleeson‟s concrete. Two of them are situated on the western side of the town. Only 

one of these is currently active. The other quarry straddles the eastern edge of the town and the Tipperary hills. This 

has been untouched for years and is now been landscaped in conjunction with the county council. This is an 

unfortunate process as it involves the removing of the wildflowers and sowing grass seed in their place. In this 

instance an opportunity to give something back to nature is being lost.      

Although they are a constantly changing environment, quarries are not subjected to the same management pressures 

of the surrounding countryside. No fertilizers are added to the soil and spraying does not take place. The gentle cliffs 

created by sand and gravel extraction are soon colonized by Sand martins. Their droppings add a rich dollop of 

fertilizer to the sand. This allows a rich carpet of wildflowers to develop. Rabbits graze peacefully in the sun keeping 

scrub and rank grass under control.           

Butterflies thrive in this environment. Species recorded so far include, The Grayling, Painted lady, Common blue, 

Small copper, Speckled wood , Small tortoiseshell, Red admiral, Large white, Small white and Green veined white. 

Supporting these butterflies are a profusion of wildflowers including, Birds foot trefoil, various thistle species including 

Carline, Oxy eyed daisy, Red/White clover and grasses. Thistles the banes of the farmer‟s life grow freely in the sandy 

soil providing food for the caterpillars of the migrant painted lady.  

Another important factor is the wide variety of habitats found in and around quarries. Woodland edge provides dapple 

shade for speckled wood and south facing grassy slopes are ideal for Small coppers. Also in the cool of the morning 

you will find Small tortoiseshells and Red admirals sunning themselves on large rocks and abandoned machinery.     

Farming is going through a slow and painful change with environmentally friendly initiatives being introduced, for 

example, by leaving a meter strip uncut around the edge of a field for wildlife. Hopefully as conditions improve in the 

wider countryside butterflies will be able to recolonize their former habitats by moving from their quarry base using 

green corridors such as hedgerows, road edges and river banks. In order to help this process we need to protect and 

designate quarries as butterfly reserves. This can be done in a number of ways. When drawing up a Tidy towns/ 

county development plan try and include quarries in the overall design. For example recently a plan was drawn up for 

the   Tipperary town hills. The grass has become matted and long and is no benefit for butterflies. Over the next five 

years the grassland while be managed/cut in a way that encourages butterfly. Small coppers are found in the nearby 

quarry and hopefully they will jump ship to the new habitat.        

Traditionally when quarries were finished they were seen as areas to be filled with rubbish. Now we can see them as 

areas of outstanding beauty. The role they play as reservoirs for butterflies and the ability to help with recolonisation 

might help to change people‟s attitudes and protect them for future generations.    

Walks in around quarries are an enjoyable experience but always seek permission before entering private property 

and be extremely careful as quarries can be very dangerous places with deep water and unstable cliffs. But most 

importantly enjoy the countryside and try and share it with others.     

 

Albert Nolan 
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All recorded squares for 2005-2009 dmap 
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David Nash 8/4/2010 


