
 

Being systematic about the unknown: Grid-
based schemes could improve butterfly
monitoring
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Silver-washed Fritillary. Credit: Elin Videvall.
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Butterfly monitoring schemes are at the heart of citizen science, with the
general public and researchers collaborating to discover how butterfly
populations change over time. To develop the concept further, a new
paper in the journal Nature Conservation shows how systematically
placed, grid-based transects can help schemes by reducing habitat bias.

Rapidly increasing in number and popularity, Butterfly Monitoring
Schemes have proved to be a method generating important, high-
resolution data. Reliant on enthusiastic volunteers, who record butterflies
along freely chosen transects, the collected observations are then used to
explore and understand trends in butterfly numbers and distributions.

However, there is a risk associated with free site selection: some habitats
can become underrepresented and monitoring results therefore less
general than intended.

Butterfly hot-spots, such as semi-natural grasslands, tend to be favoured
over less well-known environments. This means that butterflies living in
other 'less popular' habitats, such as forests and wetlands, are covered
less thoroughly and population declines of these species risk going
undetected.

A team of Swedish researchers have now investigated the potential of a
new, complimentary grid-based design, where butterfly recorders are to
walk systematically placed transects across the country.
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Two Ringlets. Credit: Elin Videvall

The results of testing the new method showed that butterflies were
abundant in traditionally overlooked habitats such as coniferous forests,
bogs, and clear-cuts. Additionally, the systematic transects also
performed well in avoiding habitat bias.

"Butterfly Monitoring Schemes are likely to benefit from adding grid-
based butterfly transects as a complement to free site choice designs,"
explains Dr. Lars B. Pettersson from Lund University. "Free and
systematic site selection should not be seen as mutually exclusive,
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instead they can be used together to ensure high quality and inclusiveness
of data for better assessing of future biodiversity trends."

  
 

  

Deciduous forest in Scania. Forest habitats are often among the overlooked sites,
Credit: Elin Videvall

  More information: Elin Videvall et al. Butterfly monitoring using
systematically placed transects in contrasting climatic regions –
exploring an established spatial design for sampling, Nature Conservation
(2016). DOI: 10.3897/natureconservation.14.7497
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