BUTTERFLY TRANSECT: 
Report to Holme Park Quarry  LNR Management Committee – October 2009
This year’s butterfly transect report is in a form that may be more helpful to site management.

I have printed off two sheets of records. First the annual records for the 25 species for all 7 years since we began. The second sheet is the 2009 weekly sightings.

On the first sheet for all years, I have drawn attention to the 14 species that are most likely to be affected by reserve management. These are marked C, being the species that live in colonies – in contrast to the other 11 species that lay eggs more widely – like, for example, the Large White that will happily breed on anyone’s cabbages and brussel sprouts, anywhere. 
Of the 14 that live in colonies there are 5 priority species. These are highlighted in red. They are noted in our management plan as being UK Biodiversity Action Plan priority species. 

The first of the 5 priority species on the list is the bright orange Wall Brown. This made an appearance again this year after 2 years of absence. The highest count was 24 sightings in 2005. Its caterpillar feeds on various grasses including False Brome, Cock’s-foot and Yorkshire Fog, all of which are on Tony’s plant list for the reserve. 
The next priority species, the master of camouflage, the Grayling, had a good year this year, as it had in 2006, followed by two poor years in 2007 and 2008. The same thing happened in 2003, with 2004 and 2005 being poor. It likes dry, sun-baked ground where fine grasses like Sheep’s Fescue grow sparsely among rocks or bare ground.
Our main focus for management has been to help the High Brown Fritillary. In flight it is difficult to distinguish it from the Dark Green, so the numbers of each of these two large fritillaries are not precise. The bracken bruising and periodic scrub clearance should be helping both species to breed by exposing more violets. Both had good counts this year. As the cleared areas grass over, Dark Green will benefit more than High Brown. Scrub clearance from time to time exposes more violets in bare ground. Making the new ride to connect the quarry bank to the area of bracken beneath the cherry trees may do this and also help to draw the High Brown into the cherry tree section.
Further down the list, the smaller fritillary, the Small Pearl-bordered, appeared again in early July, in small numbers. Its caterpillars, like those of the two large fritillaries, feed on violets and so it should benefit from our management programme.
The last of the 5 priority species is the small grey-brown, moth-like Dingy Skipper. It seems to have a small colony on the site or in the neighbouring quarry. It likes sunny sheltered places and breeds on Birds-foot-trefoil. We have had very few, but 2 were recorded this year.
Now looking at the rest of the butterflies that live in colonies, at the top of the list is the reserve’s most numerous butterfly, the Speckled Wood. It has done well again. It enjoys the dappled shade amongst the trees, but spreads out into the wider countryside. 
The Small Heath has only appeared in 3 years and was again absent from records this year. Being small and at rest for long periods, it may just be hiding!
The widespread Meadow Brown had its best year so far. It is favoured by the shelter of the site and the medium-bladed grasses, left to grow tall and lush. 
Common Blues were fewer than in the years 2004 to 2006. Their main food plant is Bird’s-foot-trefoil, but they may also be breeding on the Black Medick.
Small Skipper was not recorded this year, but there were some Large Skippers.

Neither Gatekeeper nor Small Copper was recorded this time. We have only had single sightings in any year.
The other 11 species include some of our most attractive garden butterflies. Reserve management can draw them in by providing nectar and egg-laying opportunities. For example, the Painted Lady had a notable year, thanks to good weather in the Atlas Mountains of Morocco for feeding the caterpillars. It may well lay eggs on the creeping thistles on the quarry bank.
The second sheet, the weekly records, shows the flight periods as recorded this year. The best month to see most species is July.

In total, the 2009 count of 432 was second only to the exceptional year of 2006.

Reg and May Hesketh
October 2009

