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• Butterfly families 

• The Fritillaries

• PBF & SPBF status and distribution

• Cause of declines

• Life cycle

• Habitat and life cycle requirements

• Identification, distinguishing features

• Monitoring methods

• Timed Counts

• Location of Dartmoor sites

• Sources of further information 

… followed by site visits to practise surveying

Talk Outline



7 main families
Fritillaries are in the Nymphalidae family of butterflies

Butterfly families



The Fritillary butterflies 

Dark Green Fritillary

Pearl-bordered Fritillary

Marsh Fritillary

High Brown Fritillary

Heath Fritillary Silver-washed Fritillary

Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary



Pearl-bordered Fritillary

Distribution trend -88% ↓

Population trend -48% ↓

(Long term 1976-2019)



Pearl-bordered Fritillary in Dartmoor



Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary

Distribution trend -71% ↓

Abundance trend -66% ↓ 

(Long term trend 1976-2019)



Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary



Reasons for declines

• Changes in land management practices

• ‘Improvement’ - for agriculture

• Scrub encroachment

• Over or under grazing

• Reduction in coppicing and open woodland habitat

• Fragmentation of habitat

• Nitrogen deposition?

• Climate change?



Pearl-bordered Fritillary life cycle

Mid April – mid/late May

Late April – mid May

Late May – March

(overwintering)
Late March – mid April



Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary life cycle

Late April – late June (poss 2nd 
brood in August)

Late May– June

Overwintering in caterpillar stage

5th instar Early-mid April 
Late April-early May

1st instar

Late June - July



Habitat – bracken slopes

Pearl-bordered Fritillary

Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary

Also High Brown Fritillary & Dark Green Fritillary

Common Dog-violet 

Viola riviniana



Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary 
also found in Rhôs pasture habitat – purple moor grass/rush dominated swards

Marsh violet  

Viola palustris



Life cycle requirements

Overwintering sitesShelter

Adult nectar plantsCaterpillar foodplants



Identification considerations

• Size

• Time of year – flight period

• Habitat

• Foodplants

• Where? Distribution

• Wing pattern and markings



Pearl-bordered Fritillary Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary



Monitoring butterflies

• Big Butterfly Count - 15 minute survey during a 3 week mid-summer period



Big Butterfly Count

• Large nationwide survey. 

Generates huge data and 

helpful to monitor common 

species trends across wider 

landscape. 

• Runs from Friday 12th July to 

Sunday 4th August 2024

• Spend 15 minutes in a sunny 

spot and record what you see.

• Submit sightings online or 

through the mobile phone app. 

• www.bigbutterflycount.org 

http://www.bigbutterflycount.org/


Monitoring butterflies

• Big Butterfly Count - 15 minute survey during a 3 week mid-summer period

• Wider Countryside Butterfly Survey - 2-4 walks per year in a random 1km square

• Butterfly Monitoring Scheme - weekly  walks along a fixed route or ‘transect’

• Timed counts – provide a good estimation of a population to compare year on 

year (not an absolute measure of the population size)



What are Timed Counts?

• A simple way of recording variation in abundance 
of a particular species from year to year 

• Shows how a single species is faring in one 
location 

• Identifies whether numbers are increasing or 
decreasing over time at that location – can help to 
inform management decisions 

• Can be used to estimate size of colonies (need 
patch size) 

• Only one visit needed - if close to peak flight period

• Can be an alternative to a transect



Times and Conditions for Timed Counts

• Ideally in the mid flight period of target 

species – the ‘peak’ flight period

• Warm, calm and sunny day 

(minimum criteria: either13-17°C with >60% 

sunshine, or if no sunshine >17°C)

• Between 10am - 4pm



How to do a Timed Count

• Walk the site to determine boundaries of the colony flight area

• Mark the colony area on the map on the survey sheet

• Record your start time

• Walk at slow steady pace in zig-zag path, covering the flight area 

as thoroughly and evenly as possible. Mark your route on the map 

• Complete the recording form with 

details of weather, duration of 

search, number of butterflies seen 

and any other information 

available

• Return the survey form to Butterfly 

Conservation, and supply data by 

completing a simple spreadsheet 

on request



Timed Count Recording Form





Spreadsheet for data return



Volunteer surveyors needed!

Current and historically occupied habitat 



Online

• jplackett@butterfly-conservation.org 

• http://butterfly-conservation.org/

• http://www.ukbutterflies.co.uk/index.php 

http://www.mothscount.org/ 

• Local BC branch websites

• Devon branch   http://www.devon-butterflies.org.uk  

• Information about events, walks, trips and talks, and 

volunteering

Further information

http://butterfly-conservation.org/
http://www.ukbutterflies.co.uk/index.php
http://www.mothscount.org/
http://www.devon-butterflies.org.uk/


 

Jenny Plackett

 

Tel: 07918 073654   

email: jplackett@butterfly-conservation.org 

 Photos by Neil Hulme, Pete Eeles, Jenny Plackett,

  Robert Thompson, Martin Warren

 Butterfly Conservation is a charity registered in England & Wales 
(254937) and in Scotland (SCO39268)
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