
                                                               
 

ALNERS GORSE BUTTERFLY RESERVE 

EDUCATIONAL VISITS INFORMATION PACK 
 

     

 
 

Alners Gorse Butterfly Reserve, near Sturminster Newton in north Dorset, is a 14 hectare 

(32 acre) relic of the wooded and uncultivated land that once dominated this area of the 

Blackmore Vale, and is immensely rich in plant and animal life. Butterfly Conservation 

purchased the land as a reserve in 2005 and we have been improving the habitats for 

butterflies and moths and other wildlife in the years since then. We have recorded 35 species 

of butterflies and over 450 species of moths at Alners Gorse. 
 

We believe that it is essential that everyone, of all ages and from all walks of life, should 

have access to and be able to derive pleasure from the natural world and so acquire a greater 

understanding of living processes and the threads that link all animals and plants. We 

welcome visits from schools, colleges and other educational groups and would be pleased to 



discuss your requirements with you. This pack will help you to prepare a successful 

programme tailored to suit the needs of your group.  

Please find our contact details in section 1 below. 
 

Introduction - what is farming? 

Farming is the age-old practice of producing crops and livestock for food, fuel and fibre. The 

origins of human civilisation are closely linked to the development of farming when 

primitive hunter gatherers were gradually replaced by farmers producing the first 

domesticated plants and animals. 
 

Modern agriculture is a highly competitive global industry. The UK produces 70% of the 

food we eat, the rest coming from other parts of the world. It is the first link in a 

sophisticated chain to prepare and process our food before we buy it in the shops. What a 

farmer grows depends on individual circumstances such as location, weather conditions, size 

of the farm, history of the area and market forces. 
 

Farming has created the landscape that we see and value. The hedges and walls that divide 

fields, together with areas of trees and other vegetation types, and of course the colours of 

different crops,  give the landscape its pattern. Fields for grazing animals and growing crops 

were created out of the original natural vegetation – which would have been mostly 

woodland and scrub.  The vegetation that replaced these original ones would have still been 

largely determined by natural processes and even when grazed or sown with crops their 

‘semi-natural’ character will have supported many forms of wildlife.  
 

Although Alners Gorse is not the best place to see and understand the fundamental food 

production aspects of farming, it is an ideal place to appreciate how our wildlife has become 

dependant on the farmed landscape that developed over many millennia, adapted to past 

changes and is now struggling as a result of the major changes that have happened in recent 

times. Historic maps show that much of the land around Alners Gorse has been managed as 

farmland since at least the 17
th
 century, with the 1607 map of Hazelbury Bryan showing 

many small fields around the village and a large area of ‘Common land’ (called Rudge 

Common then and later Haselbere (= Hazel – Wood) Common) on which certain designated 

local people were entitled to graze their animals and cut wood. Even in 1607, a large parcel 

of the common had been enclosed and was shown on the map as belonging to the local 

church. Because of the wet nature of the terrain – as a result of the heavy clay soils – large 

areas of land in the Vale were left as wild woodland. Some of these still remain while others 

have been replaced by forestry plantations. 
 

As a result of the breaking up (‘enclosure’) of the commons in the mid 1800’s and changes 

in agricultural practices since then, much of the land in the Blackmore Vale has become 

intensively farmed, with dairy farming being the main activity, the majority of fields being 

used to grow rye grass or maize for cattle. Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbevilles worked 

as a dairy maid in the ‘vale of the little dairies’ in the Blackmore Vale near Marnhull. The 

draining and fertilising of the fields since Hardy’s time and especially since World War II 

have brought about massive changes in the biodiversity and the loss of many species of 

animals and plants that were once characteristic of this rural landscape. Relics of the former 

landscape still survive in places like Alners Gorse, Lydlinch Common, Deadmoor Common 

and Rooksmoor, where it is still possible to see a wide range of wildlife. Butterflies and 

Moths are particularly vulnerable to drastic habitat change and the richness of the habitat at 



Alners Gorse is reflected in the impressive species lists. It has been suggested that butterflies 

and moths are like the coal miners’ canaries – warning us of potential disastrous events 

ahead.  
 

Many farmers have ways of helping much of the wildlife in the countryside and can get 

support and advice on doing so. This is particularly needed for the semi-natural habitats that 

support our rarest and most threatened species. Butterfly Conservation’s reserves are helping 

to develop those management methods, inform research and of course provide a vital habitat 

resource for the species needing conservation.  

 

Many farmers also now operate broader enterprises to include leisure activities and 

environmental management.  Natural England provides advice and funding through agri-

environment schemes to encourage farmers to follow farming methods that enhance the 

landscape, encourage wildlife, protect resources, archaeological and historic features and 

improve opportunities for enjoying the countryside, by providing access. By conserving our 

countryside in this way we also play our part in the international agreement to maintain the 

natural diversity of animals and plants throughout the world. 
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Section 1. Pre-visit Information 
 

Address: Alners Gorse Butterfly Reserve, Hazelbury Bryan, Sturminster Newton, Dorset, 

DT10 2AU 

Google Maps link:  

https://www.google.co.uk/maps/place/Alners+Gorse+Butterfly+Reserve/@50.9380948,-

2.4009273,12z/data=!4m2!3m1!1s0x48724ec0b66449dd:0x420ad61ee6ab7126  
 

Alners Gorse Reserve lies on northeast side of road between King’s Stag and Hazelbury 

Bryan. Access best from King’s Stag direction, park on verge about 150 m before Hazelbury 

Bryan village entrance sign and 30mph zone. Gateway to reserve just past these signs but the 

parking inside the gate is very limited and often damp. 
 

Contact  representative for Butterfly Conservation :    

Nigel Spring  

(Reserves Manager and Volunteer Coordinator for the Dorset branch of BC) 

Contact address: 346, Mundens Lane, Alweston, Sherborne, Dorset DT9 5HU 

Telephone: 01963.23559 or mobile 07981.776767 



Email:  nigelspring@yahoo.co.uk 

Butterfly Conservation Dorset branch website: http://www.dorsetbutterflies.com/index.html  

Education section of the website: http://www.dorsetbutterflies.com/about/education.html  

Butterfly Conservation national website: http://butterfly-conservation.org/  

Munching Caterpillars Project: http://munchingcaterpillars.org/  
 

Booking a visit: 

In the first instance, please telephone or e-mail Nigel Spring (above). Visits are free, but you 

will need to organise and pay for transport. A confirmation letter will be sent to you if 

required once a date has been agreed. 
 

Cancellation arrangements: 

If you are unable to carry out your visit, please let us know as soon as possible 

so that we can make alternative arrangements. 
 

On arrival: 

You will be met on the road verge by the reserve entrance gate by Nigel Spring. There is 

ample parking beside the road, but the coach should drop off on the straight part of the road 

not anywhere near the dangerous bend, and must approach the site from the Kings Stag 

direction to ensure that children alight directly onto the road verge.  
 

Facilities: 

We have a dry composting toilet and a gents’ urinal on site, and soap and hand washing 

water will be available. We have constructed a timber shelter in the wood with wooden 

benches and tables and a cooking platform. This is ideal for groups to have their picnics, 

with hooks in the shelter for bags and coats. 
 

Access: 

The reserve is challenging for people with walking disabilities – the ground tends to be 

muddy and the return slope up to the gateway is quite long and steep. The main gate can be 

unlocked to allow access for Trampers or other all-terrain buggies.  
 

Evaluation Form: 

This visit is provided free of charge. In order for us to be able to claim a payment 

as part of our Environmental Stewardship Agreement we require that you 

complete an evaluation form which we will provide. Please take a few moments 

to complete this form after the visit and hand it to us before you leave.  
 

Additional feedback regarding the visit is also appreciated. Please note that we aim to update 

this Teachers Information Pack regularly.  It would be greatly appreciated if following your 

visit, you could copy us any lesson plans, activity ideas or worksheets that have been 

successfully used on our reserve and during the follow-up work, so that they can improve 

our pack if appropriate.  We would like to hear of ways in which this visit was dovetailed 

into your school curriculum as it is useful to share experiences with other schools. Thank 

you. 
 

Complaints procedure 

If you have any complaints regarding your visit please inform us, so that we can try to 

improve our service.  

 



Section 2    Our farm nature reserve is an outdoor classroom! 
 

The visit: 

Your group will be given a brief introductory talk about the reserve. The ideal size for a 

group visit is one class – with a maximum of around 30. 

A typical visit could include looking at the characteristic plants and vegetation and 

discussing the ecology of the habitat and its special butterflies – at a level appropriate to the 

age and in relation to the study topics.  The grazing (our own Dartmoor ponies) and other 

management activities used to maintain the site will also be explained.  

It is of course not possible to guarantee seeing particular butterflies – to see any it is best to 

visit between May and August. Even then the weather will have an effect. With prior 

arrangement it can be possible for moths trapped the night before using a light trap to be 

shown to the children so they can appreciate the variety of these interesting species.  
 

Also by arrangement with the Dorset branch of Butterfly Conservation (and subject to 

availability), it may be possible for caterpillars, eggs and pupae to be brought to the school 

afterwards to help pupils to understand the life cycles. Searches on site may also reveal such 

stages of butterflies, moths and other invertebrates. 
   

Weather permitting, lunch could be taken on the reserve (see above) and any follow-up 

activities and a round-up discussion would be to suit your needs 
 

For your visit we can provide: 

• Magnifying lenses 

• Plastic collecting pots with lids 

• White plastic trays with sides in which to look at specimens 

• Butterfly nets are optional and it is perhaps better for the teacher / guide to 

demonstrate careful use without harming the butterflies. An observation pot allows the 

children to see captures close-up.
 

 

• Identification guides and leaflets including the excellent Field Studies Council 

laminated guides 
 

Links to the National Curriculum: 
  

a. Based on Attainment Targets  

Key Stage 1 

At Key Stage 1 the reserve visit can widen the pupils’ first-hand experience in a whole 

range of visual, tactile and other sensory situations. The experiences of observation, 

exploration and discovery support the important messages on life cycle and seasonal change 

as depicted very clearly by the distinct life stages of butterflies, moths and other 

invertebrates. There is a wealth of opportunity for language development and literacy 

skills: plants and animals in their ‘home places’ and their relationships / interactions. 
 

Topic 1. Life Processes and the Variety of Life 

1a. the differences between things that are living and things that have never been alive  

1b. that animals, including humans, move, feed, grow, use their senses and reproduce  

1c. to relate life processes to animals and plants found in the local environment.  

                                                           

 



2a. to recognise and compare the main external parts of the bodies of humans and other 

animals. 

2e. how to treat animals with care and sensitivity  

2f. that humans and other animals can produce offspring and that these offspring grow into 

adults. 

2g. about the senses that enable humans and other animals to be aware of the world around 

them.  

4b. group living things according to observable similarities and differences. 
 

Topic 2. Living Things in their Environment 

5a. find out about the different kinds of plants and animals in the local environment  

5b. identify similarities and differences between local environments and ways in which these 

affect animals and plants that are found there  

5c. care for the environment.  

 

Key Stage 2 

At Key Stage 2 the visit can stimulate and excite pupils’ curiosity. It also satisfies their 

curiosity by providing opportunities for them to begin to apply their knowledge and 

understanding of ideas.  

Pupils can consider the reserve as a good example of an environment affected by human 

activity. Its wildlife habitats are a product of both natural processes and past and present 

management practices.   

The land now forming the reserve has gone through great changes over the last 150 years; 

from unimproved common land to scrub and woodland and now back to pasture as a result 

of our intervention and habitat management. 

As a site that is also managed with grazing animals, pupils can think about that aspect of 

the reserve and locality, and contrasting land uses.   

In talking about their work and its significance, they can communicate their ideas using 

language, maps and pictures. 
 

Topic 1. Life Processes and the Variety of Life 

1a. that the life processes common to humans and other animals include nutrition, 

movement, growth and reproduction  

1c. to make links between life processes in familiar animals and plants and the environments 

in which they are found.  

4 a. to make and use keys.  

4 b. how locally occurring animals and plants can be identified and assigned to groups  

4 c. that the variety of plants and animals makes it important to identify them and assign 

them to groups. 
 

Topic 2. Living Things in their Environment 
5a. about ways in which living things and the environment need protection 

5b. about the different plants and animals found in different habitats.  

5c. how animals and plants in two different habitats are suited to their environment 

5d. to use food chains to show feeding relationships in a habitat  

5e. about how nearly all food chains start with a green plant. 

 
 



Key Stage 3 

At Key Stage 3 many different subject requirements can be satisfied. They can consider 

attitudes to farming and nature conservation, along with other uses and requirements of 

the broader rural environment such as many forms of public recreation, light industry, waste 

disposal, quarrying and housing. 

How are competing lands uses and any conflicts of interest managed? 

Pupils can investigate and debate a wide range of complex issues and begin to understand 

the environmental, social and economic implications. 

Historical information on land management, and associated buildings and structures, can 

offer first-hand evidence of social and technological changes. 

Considering these, and the process of classification (groupings and differences, habitat 

needs/ associations) promotes the skills of handling and assessing.  
 

Topic 1. Life Processes and the Variety of Life 

4a. Devise keys to classify plants or invertebrates on the reserve. Look at the scientific 

taxonomy of these living things and the techniques involved: names, changes to 

classifications with advent of new techniques eg DNA analysis. 

4b. Devise habitat / vegetation categories and assign a selection of the reserve’s fauna to 

them.  
 

Topic 2. Living Things in their Environment 

5a. about ways in which living things and the environment can be protected, and the 

importance of sustainable development  

5b. that habitats support an interdependent diversity of plants and animals  

5c. how some organisms are adapted to survive daily and seasonal changes in their habitats  

5d. how predation and competition for resources affect the size of populations (for example, 

bacteria, growth of vegetation) 

5e. about food webs composed of several food chains, and how food chains can be 

quantified using pyramids of numbers  

5 f. how toxic materials can accumulate in food chains.  
 

Key Stage 4 
At Key Stage 4 visits to reserves and farms can be used to support both academic and 

vocational examination subjects. Contact with land managers will help to focus on the real 

life application of skills within the workplace, engaging pupils with contemporary issues 

and focusing on their role as users and consumers. The activities of NGOs and volunteer 

groups (‘Big Society’) can be considered. 
 

Topic 1. Life Processes and the Variety of Life 

4a. Look at population dynamics and the factors involved: habitat size, networks and quality, 

weather, parasites and predation. 

4b.Consider habitat / vegetation responses to management and how to devise priorities 

categories and assign a selection of the reserve’s fauna to them.  
 

Topic 2. Living Things in their Environment 

4a. how the distribution and relative abundance of organisms in habitats can be explained 

using ideas of interdependence, adaptation, competition and predation.  

4b. how the impact of humans on the environment depends on social and economic factors, 

including population size, industrial processes and levels of consumption and waste  



4c. about the importance of sustainable development.  

 

b. Teaching Schemes based on Units of Work 
 

Unit 1A  Ourselves 

2.  The five senses. 

3.  Animals and humans. 

4.  Growing and changing. 

5.  Matching adult and baby animals. 

8.  How animals move. 

9.  Living and non-living things. 

10.Eating and drinking. 

  

Unit 2A  Health and Growth 

5. Children and young animals growing into adults. 
 

Unit 2B  Plants and animals in the local environment 

1. Introduction - grouping animals and plants. 

2. Looking for animals and plants in the school grounds. 

3. Describing local habitats - compare  

7. Animal reproduction and growth - life cycle. 

8. Review - story or presentation. 
 

Unit 2C  Variation 

1. Grouping animals and plants. 

2. Humans and other animals - variations within groups. 

6. Recording animals and plants - extension of 1. above. 
 

Unit 4B  Habitats 

1. Introduction - more on grouping/keys. 

2. Finding different habitats. 

3. Different animals in different habitats - factors affecting distribution. 

4. Grouping living things. 

5. Using keys. 

6. Investigating plants and animals - habitat preference tests etc 

7. Finding out about habitat preferences, food sources etc for particular species. 

8. Identifying food chains. 

9. Habitats need protection. 
 

Unit 6A  Interdependence and Adaptation 

1. Keys as an introduction. 

4. Use keys to identify animals and plants in a local habitat. 

5. Interdependence of Plants and Animals. 

6. Food Chains 

9. Different animals and plants in different habitats. 

10.Tracing Food Chains 

  

Unit 7C  Environment and feeding relationships 

1.  How does the environment influence the animals and plants living in a habitat? 



2.  How do environments vary? (a.) 

3.  How do environments vary? (b.) 

4.  How do environments vary? (c.) 

5.  Checking progress. 

6.  What is a feeding relationship? (a.) 

7.  What is a feeding relationship? (b.) 

8.  What do food webs tell us? (a.) 

9.  What do food webs tell us? (b.) 

10.What do food webs tell us? (c.) 

11. Reviewing work. 
 

Unit 7D Variation and Classification 

1.  How do individuals of the same species differ from each other? (a.) 

2.  How do individuals of the same species differ from each other? (b.) 

3.  What are the causes of variation? (a.) 

4.  What are the causes of variation? (b.) 

5.  Checking progress. 

6.  How can we describe living things? (a.) 

7.  How can we describe living things? (b.) 

8.  How can we sort things into groups? (a.) 

9.  How can we sort things into groups? (b.) 

10. How do scientists classify living things? (a.) 

11. How do scientists classify living things? (b.) 

  

Unit 7I Energy Resources 

9.  How do living things use energy? (a.) 

10.How do living things use energy? (b.) 

11.How do living things use energy? (c.) 
 

Unit 8D Ecological Relationships 

1. and 2. How can animals be classified? 

4. and 5. How do plants, animals and environmental conditions interact in a habitat - how to 

collect data about habitats. 

6. and 7. How do plants, animals and environmental conditions interact in a habitat - What 

lives there? 

8.,9.and 10. How do plants, animals and environmental conditions interact in a habitat? Why 

do the communities differ in different habitats? 

11. and 12. How do plants, animals and environmental conditions interact in a habitat? 

Measuring the populations in a habitat. 

13. and 14. How do living things in a community depend on each other?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section 3: During your Visit 
 

Pre-visit: We recommend a pre-visit to our site, during which you can carry out a risk 

assessment, become familiar with the area and plan the programme for the visit and the 

follow-up work in school. Any specific requirements or needs of the visiting group can be 

discussed. A copy of the site’s risk assessment is available on request. 
 

Health & safety 

We comply with Health and Safety Regulations. However it is important that all 

pupils and supervising adults are aware of the correct Health and Safety 

guidelines. 

The risk of infection is very small, but disease caused by an infection could be 

serious. By following simple guidelines, similar to everyday basic hygiene 

recommendations, the risk can be easily minimised. 
 

The Health & Safety Executive has produced guidelines, HSE sheet AIS23 – 

Avoiding ill health at open farms – Advice to farmers. The supplement to AIS23 

advises teachers and others who organise farm visits on controlling the risk of 

infection from animals and places which the pupils may have contact with during their visit. 

While the hazard from infection resulting from a farm visit is real, the risk can be readily 

controlled by following sensible steps which will help make your visit safe, healthy and 

enjoyable. It is also important that groups follow the guidance on potential risks from ticks – 

see below. 
 

We recommend that you: 

a. read and understand the advice in AIS23, and discuss visit arrangements with 

the farm management. Assure yourself that the facilities provided match the 

recommendations in AIS23. 

b. decide what the ratio of pupils to teachers/assistants/parents should be, using 

advice from your local authority. As a general rule, the ratio of supervisors to 

pupils should be 1:1 for pupils under 1 year old, 1:2 for pupils between 1 and 

2 years old, 1:3 for pupils between 2 and 3 years old, 1:4 for pupils between 3 

and 5 years old, and 1:8 for those between 5 and 8 years old. If supervision 

levels are less than this, you should not allow direct contact with any animal 

for pupils under eight. The ratio of supervisors for pupils between 9 and 11 

years old should be 1:10-15, and 1:15-20 for pupils from 12 years old and above. These are 

examples only and group leaders should assess the risks and consider an appropriate safe 

supervision level for their particular group. 

c. discuss with the supervisors, who may be parents or staff of the school, 

creche, etc. about their role during the visit. They must be familiar with the risk assessment 

for the visit and understand the need to make sure that pupils wash, or are helped to wash, 

their hands thoroughly before eating, and follow the other rules of behaviour suggested 

below. 

d. discuss with pupils the rules for the visit, stressing that they must not eat or 

chew outside the areas in which you permit them to do so. 

e. check that cuts, grazes, etc. on pupil’s hands are covered with a waterproof 

dressing. 

 
 



Clothing: 

Make sure that pupils wear appropriate clothing, including sturdy outdoor shoes 

(not sandals); wellington boots are most suitable if available. It is important that at times of 

high tick risk, children wear long trousers tucked into their socks or their wellingtons, and 

that careful attention is drawn to the need to check themselves for ticks after their visit. See 

http://www.lymediseaseaction.org.uk/  for further information. 
 

Behaviour: 

Teachers/group leaders are responsible for the pupil’s behaviour throughout the 

visit. Pupils’ should understand how to behave on the site and always follow the 

Countryside Code (see below). 

During and after the visit, make sure that the pupils: 

• always wash their hands thoroughly before eating; after any contact 

with animals; and again before leaving the farm. 

• eat only food that they have brought with them and in the designated areas 

• do not suck fingers or put hands, pens, pencils or crayons, etc. in their 

mouths. 

• listen carefully, and follow the instructions and information given by the farm 

staff 

• approach and handle animals quietly and gently 

• do not chase, frighten or torment the animals.  

Further information: 

Copies of the AIS23 information sheet and supplement and other useful Health 

and Safety leaflets are available free from HSE Books, PO Box 1999, Sudbury, 

Suffolk CO10 2WA 

Tel: 01787 881165, Fax: 01787 313995, Website: www.hsebooks.co.uk 
 

The Countryside Code: 

• Be safe – plan ahead and follow any signs 

• Leave gates and property as you find them 

• Protect plants and animals and take your litter home 

• Keep dogs under close control 

• Consider other people 

For copies of The Countryside Code , visit 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/987819   
 

Education packs are available from countrysidecode@face-online.org.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section 4  What Alners Gorse Reserve has to offer 
 

Geology: Alners Gorse Butterfly Reserve consists of 14 hectares of pasture, scrub and 

woodland situated on low-lying land on the Oxford Clays which were laid down during the 

Jurassic Period (around 200 million years ago), with a ridge of harder Corallian limestone 

running on higher ground between Kings Stag and Hazelbury Bryan. 
 

History of the site  
 

Alners Gorse as Common Land: Alners Gorse was part of Hazelbury Common and would 

have been grazed by commoners’ animals until the Common was enclosed in 1858 and 

Alners Gorse was allocated to a local charity called the William Williams Charity (set up by 

a wealthy mill owner in 1621 for the benefit of the inhabitants of Blandford, Shaftesbury and 

Sturminster Newton). The charity also owned nearby Locketts Farm where the tenants were 

the Alner family who would have grazed Alners Gorse with cattle right up until the mid 20
th

 

century. It must have been a very challenging place to graze cattle, very wet and riddled with 

diseases like Red-water and Tick fever. 
 

Tree planting: in the early 1950’s, the top end of the reserve was planted up with pines, 

spruces and oaks – a significant part of what is now the woodland was already converting 

itself naturally to oak forest and the rest was drained and planted. The rest of the reserve was 

planted with rows of oak and conifer trees in the 1970’s after the Alner family stopped 

grazing it with cattle. A great increase in the blackthorn and willow scrub took place among 

the planted trees in the central band of the reserve and this is now ideal as Nightingale 

habitat. 
 

Alners Gorse as a Butterfly reserve: in 2005, Butterfly Conservation were able to 

purchase the land from the William Williams Charity and since then have been carrying out 

major works to improve the habitats there for butterflies and moths and also for the 

Nightingales which have a strong population in the Blackmore Vale. This work has been 

generously supported by grants from Natural England and has included:  

a. the removal of most of the planted trees in the southern part of the reserve to create a 

‘wood pasture’ or parkland type condition where isolated trees flourish on herb-rich 

pasture. 

b. the felling of a swathe of the 1950’s planted oaks, pines and spruces in the woodland 

to create an open grassland corridor linking our more open grassland areas with those 

on the adjacent Rooksmoor to the north. 

 
c. the clearance of some of the scrub in the northeast central sector to improve the 

habitat for the endangered Marsh Fritillary butterfly. 



d. The construction of large numbers of birdboxes and batboxes using groups of 

volunteers, to increasing the nestsites available on our reserve. 

 
 

Grazing at Alners Gorse 
Initially we used goats and Fell ponies belonging to a local farmer to graze the grassland on 

the reserve, but have now acquired our own Dartmoor ponies which have done a great job 

producing an excellent mosaic of turf heights while leaving the important perennial plants. 

We have also used our ponies to graze adjoining land at Rooksmoor and have helped to 

improve the quality of the habitat there very significantly. 

 
 

 
 

Vegetation: the flora of this area is very rich with many grassland species characteristic of 

the neutral heavy clays in the vales of Dorset. These include Saw-wort Serratula tinctoria, 

Pepper Saxifrage Silaum silaus, Sneezewort  Achillea ptarmica, Dyers’ Greenweed  Genista 

tinctoria, Petty Whin Genista anglica , Corky-fruited Water-Dropwort Oenanthe 



pimpinelloides and Devil’s-bit Scabious Succisa pratense. Because this kind of habitat has 

been lost from so much of the area, this assemblage of wildflowers is now very scarce. 
 

The flora has also been altered in the parts of the reserve which have been planted up with 

trees in the past or which have become overgrown with scrub. There also seems to be a 

higher fertility and less botanical diversity in the southern sectors of the reserve, possibly 

caused by run-off from the adjacent farmland. This seems to be gradually changing now that 

we have removed the trees and are grazing the grassland more consistently. Where we have 

removed the trees from the woodland area, there has been a huge increase in the amount of 

gorse and birch there but many of the other species of more open habitats are returning; we 

will be repeatedly cutting the gorse and birch to encourage these other species. We have also 

started planting Devil’s-bit Scabious plants grown locally by volunteers, into the cleared 

parts of the woodland to encourage the Marsh Fritillary females to lay their eggs on them to 

extend their habitat. 
 

Butterfly Foodplants  Butterfly species can only survive in habitats where the foodplants of 

their caterpillars thrive. In some cases these are common like Nettles which are the larval 

foodplants of Small Tortoiseshells, Peacocks and Red Admirals. In some species though, the 

availability of the foodplant is one of the factors that limits the butterfly’s distribution. This 

is the case with the Marsh Fritillary – on sites which are grazed by sheep for example, Marsh 

Fritillary numbers can be severely reduced as the sheep eat out all the larval foodplant. 

Visiting groups can carry out botanical surveys and link the larval foodplants found to the 

distribution of the different butterfly and moth species found on the reserve. 
 

Butterflies on Alners Gorse 

With such a range of habitats, we are lucky to have a good number of the 56 UK butterfly 

species on our land. At the last count the species total was 35. Notable amongst these are 

four species of Hairstreaks:  

Green Hairstreak whose larvae feed on Gorse and other members of the Pea family.  

White-letter Hairstreak which is to be found flying in July and August around the elm 

hedge on the west side of the reserve; 

Purple Hairstreak which is very elusive but probably very numerous, living in the tops of 

the oak trees for most of its lifecycle, visible in flight among the oak branches on warm 

August afternoons; 

And finally the Brown Hairstreak which is now a very scarce species but is to be found in 

reasonable numbers at Alners Gorse. It flies in July and August and lays its eggs on the 

young shoots of blackthorn scrub and hedges. These eggs have to survive the winter and are 

often flailed off by landowners when the hedges are trimmed. 

 

 



Woodland Butterflies 

Silver-washed Fritillary: surely one of our most dramatic and beautiful butterflies, seen in 

good numbers in the wooded areas on warm July and August days. 

 
White Admiral: nothing like so numerous as the Silver-washed Fritillary. This species lays 

its eggs on spindly Honeysuckle growing in shady parts of the woodland but can be seen 

patrolling the rides on warm days in July. 

 
 

Speckled Wood: a common woodland butterfly that can be seen anytime between March 

and October, this is a species that has survived the conversion of a lot of our woodlands in 

the UK into conifer plantations since World War 2. It is a strongly territorial species and the 

males will adopt territories on bushes in patches of sunlight and defend these against 

intruders by flying upwards with the potential usurper high into the canopy to take it away. 
 

Grassland Butterflies 
There are many species of butterflies that favour the open grassland habitats at Alners Gorse 

reserve, with different species dependant on different length swards. These include the often 

very numerous Meadow Browns, Gatekeepers and Ringlets, the Marbled Whites and the 

Large and Small Skippers. Also in the open areas, and often to be seen taking nectar from 

the bramble thickets in summer, are the Small Tortoiseshells, Peacocks, Commas and Red 

Admirals. 

The most important target butterfly species at Alners Gorse is the Marsh Fritillary which is 

internationally threatened by the drainage of damp pastures and the abandonment of 

marginal farmland to bushes and scrub, something that is happening on a large scale in many 

parts of Europe. This species is reasonably numerous on Rooksmoor, the land adjacent to 



Alners Gorse to the north, and it was probably from here that the species colonised our 

reserve. However recent poor summers have led to a great decline in its numbers and it has 

disappeared from the reserve. We have been carrying out a lot of habitat improvement work 

and we hope this loss will only be temporary. 
 

Migrant species 

In certain years when the weather conditions are right, large numbers of Painted Ladies and 

Clouded Yellows can reach our shores and can be seen at Alners Gorse in the summer. 

There are also migrant moth species, the commonest of which is probably the Silver-Y moth 

which can be seen in daytime as well as at night. 
 

Counting butterflies 

Every year between April and the end of September, teams of surveyors take part in the UK 

Butterfly Monitoring Scheme to assess the numbers of all the UK butterfly species. In 

Dorset we monitor butterflies on over 60 sites. At Alners Gorse this survey work has been 

going on since Butterfly Conservation purchased the reserve in 2005 and is beginning to 

give us some very interesting results – with variations in butterfly numbers being attributable 

to our management work as well as to the vagaries of the weather. Visiting groups can take 

part in simple butterfly counts which can be instructive, useful and fun.  
 

Moths on Alners Gorse 

There are around 2500 species of moths in the UK, of which we have recorded over  

450 at Alners Gorse! Butterfly Conservation arranges light trapping sessions through the  

season (to which the public are always welcome) and moths can be caught in advance of  

school visits so that the pupils can enjoy the amazing diversity of moths that we have.  

Several of our 450+ species are threatened on a national scale. One of these we have at  

Alners Gorse in small numbers – the Dingy Mocha. This lives on unimproved grassland  

habitats where there is young sallow coming up among the grassland plants. The larvae of  

the moth feed on sallow (which is a very common tree) but only on young sallows. 
 

                             
 

Recommended activities for educational visits to Alners Gorse 
 

Please discuss with us your curriculum needs during the preparation phase of your proposed 

visit to Alners Gorse. Ideally we would like to be able to tailor the activities to your 

curriculum requirements. 

 



 

Apart from this, we can offer the following activities: 

a. Mapping on the reserve – landmarks, tree species, habitats. 

b. Plant identification and survey. 

c. Identification and surveying of butterfly larval foodplants and suitable habitats. 

d. Butterfly and moth lifecycles, looking for eggs, larvae and (perhaps) pupae. 

e. Butterfly monitoring – as described above. 

f. Diversity and ecology of moths. 

g. General bughunt with handlenses and collecting pots, using identification sheets. 

h. Forest School activities – including campfire cooking. 

Nigel Spring  

(Reserves Manager and Volunteer Coordinator for the Dorset branch of BC) 

 

Contact address: 346, Mundens Lane, Alweston, Sherborne, Dorset DT9 5HU 

Telephone: 01963.23559 or mobile 07981.776767 

Email:  nigelspring@yahoo.co.uk 

 


