

GARDEN BUTTERFLY HIGHLIGHTS 2012


I received a total of 108 forms from Dorset garden recorders (plus one anonymous one!), covering 98 1-km. squares.  Many thanks to all those who took part in the survey and sent records in.  They are included in the national survey conducted by Margaret Vickery that is reported in the magazine Butterfly and Dorset now contributes nearly 10%  to the number of records on which her report is based.  The poor weather in the summer months may have discouraged a few people from recording as I received slightly fewer forms than in previous years; I would like to get the number back to 110 - 120 if possible.

Nevertheless, the coverage of the county continues to improve and there is now only one 10-km. square from which we get no garden records at all.  This is SU 90-00/10-20, so if you live in the area of Ashmore, Tollard Royal, Sixpenny Handley and the Upper Tarrant Valley I would be very grateful if you could help us to fill the gap.  

Many recorders commented on how few butterflies they saw and this is evident in other reports both locally and nationally.  However, the number of species that were recorded in gardens was only a little down on previous years, maybe because gardens provide sheltered microclimates with a good supply of nectar plants thus mitigating the worst effects of the weather. A total of 32 species were reported compared to 36 in 2011.  Those missing last year were Grizzled Skipper, Green Hairstreak, Adonis and Brown Argus, not really species that one would expect to get in gardens very often anyway.  There were no ’gains’ of species nor were any rare or exotic butterflies sighted.

The ’Top 10’ butterflies were fairly much the same as before, headed by Red Admiral and Small and Large Whites.  Small Tortoiseshells moved up to 4th place from 9th the previous year, despite not having done very well elsewhere.  Other ’improvers’ were Gatekeeper, Comma and  Meadow Brown.  ‘Backsliders’ included Speckled Wood (down to 10th place from 4th in 2011), Orange Tip and Brimstone.  Common Blues seem to have had a terrible year, appearing in less than a quarter of gardens compared to about a half normally.  Small Coppers also declined in prevalence along with Silver-washed Fritillaries.  The remarkable total of nearly one in five gardens in the survey reporting the latter in 2011 was not maintained and only about one in ten had them in 2012.

The only species showing much of an improvement were Painted Lady and Ringlet.  The latter seem to have been relatively happy with the damp conditions in the summer and they were seen in 29% of gardens compared to 25% the year before.  Painted Ladies were seen in nearly half of gardens, rather surprising because it didn’t seem to be a particularly good year for them, but maybe 2011 was even worse.

Understandably, gardens do not make much of a contribution to the recording of Priority Species, the one exception being Wall,  seen in nearly 18% of gardens last year which must be an encouraging sign 

It’s nice to know that some species, whilst not being all that uncommon elsewhere, have fairly specialised requirements but nevertheless come into gardens occasionally.  Single sightings of Essex Skipper, Purple Hairstreak, Small Blue, Dark Green Fritillary and Marsh Fritillary were reported.  You may have seen that the Dark Green Fritillary was Bill Shreeves’ ‘Butterfly of the Year’ on the transects.

A few exceptional gardens (with keen-eyed owners!) record 20 or more species each year.  This number was down to 7 from 10 in the two previous years.  On the other hand, the number of species seen by the largest single group of recorders (a sort of ‘average‘) rose to 14 from 13 in 2011,back to where it was in 2010.  This means that if you see 15 or more species a year in your garden you are doing quite well.

A good many people who returned their forms to me noted the appearance of large numbers of Small Tortoiseshells and Red Admirals in their gardens in the late summer, staying on well into the autumn.  This was a more cheerful note on which to end the butterfly year after a fairly dismal season earlier.



Adrian Neil
Dorset Garden Records Co-ordinator
 

