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Introduction 
Butterflies have been around for at least 50 million years; however, it is believed they could have first 
evolved closer to 150 million years ago and in that time,  they have become extremely valuable 
members of the ecosystem. The presence of butterflies and moths within a habitat shows that it is 
healthy and indicates presence of wider range of invertebrates. Which in turn provides a range of 
environmental benefits including natural pest control, pollination and contributions to the food chain.  
Of the 59 species of butterflies present in the UK, 27 species have been identified across the two sites in 
the district where the survey is conducted. Of these species, 1 is listed within the Red List (Fox et al, 
2010) as being near threatened indicating that the species are likely to qualify for one of the threatened 
categories in the near future. These species is the Small Heath, which is found on the two sites included 
in the UKBMS within the district.  
Church Lane flood meadow (Fig.2) was created in 1989 as part of the North Weald Flood Alleviation 
Scheme and incorporates many habitat types including: stream fed pond, hedgerow and wet grassland 
meadow. The other site is Bobbingworth Nature Reserve (Fig.1); a former Landfill site, which in 1989/90 
was capped with clean clay. Approximately 7000 trees were planted to offset the carbon footprint which 
exist among many other habitat types including a wetland and scrub. 
 

 
Fig 1. Bobbingworth Nature Reserve in July Fig 2. Church Lane Local Nature Reserve in July 

 
Due to the Covid-19 pandemic commencing in March 2020; the data recorded for the two sites this year 
has been severely impeded. The council followed the UKBMS guidance as well as the Government 
guidance. In March the UKBMS was anticipating the transect to continue as it was classed as a solitary, 
outdoor activity with little risk of contracting and spreading the virus (UKBMS. 1 2020 ). However, at the 
beginning of April, the advice changed to cease all transect walking and recording, data entry onto the 
UKBMS website was suspended (UKBMS. 2 2020).  Therefore, there is limited data for the 2020 dataset 
which in its nature does not present a fair representation of the butterfly populations within the sites; 
for this reason, the 2020 dataset has been removed from some of the analysis.  
 

Methodology  
Since 2015, Countrycare have been conducting the UK Butterfly Monitoring Scheme (UKBMS) at two 
sites with the Epping Forest District, being Bobbingworth Nature Reserve and Church Lane Local Nature 
Reserve. This is a standardised methodology where a set transect is walked on a weekly basis where 
conditions permit from the beginning of April through to the end of September when butterflies are 
more likely to be active.  



 

Each transect consists of 7 sections which aim to cover the sites diversity as thoroughly as possible 
including the flora communities and habitat types (Fig. 3 & 4).  
The set transect is conducted at a steady pace which allows the surveyor to observe butterflies within 
2.5m either side of the transect line and 5m in front of the surveyor, double counting should be avoided. 
Before commencing the transect, the conditions should meet the optimal conditions and be recorded to 
include the following: wind speed below 5 on Beaufort scale, above 13 degrees Celsius, between 10:45 
and 15:45. All results are recorded using the UKBMS weekly field recording form (Fig. 5).  
 

  
Fig 3. Bobbingworth Transect Map Fig 4. Church Lane Transect Map 

 

Fig 5. UKBMS Weekly Transect Recording Form  



 

Results 

Of the 26 available weeks for the UKBMS to take place the year with the highest survey effort for Church 
Lane was 2017 where only 1 survey was not conducted (Fig.7). For Bobbingworth the years with the 
highest survey effort was both 2015 and 2017 where only 2 surveys were missed on each year (Fig.6). By 
stark comparison, 2020 was the year with the lowest survey effort for both sites where only 9 transects 
were conducted at Bobbingworth and only 6 transects were conducted at Church Lane.  
 

  
Fig 6. Bobbingworth survey effort from 2015-2020 as a 

percentage 
Fig 7. Church Lane survey effort from 2015-2020 as a 

percentage 
 

Year on year, Church Lane records a greater population of butterflies (Fig.8), with 2017 being its best 
year with a total count of 1756 individuals. In comparison, 2018 was the most successful year for 
Bobbingworth with a total of 927 individuals. Both sites had their worst year of the survey period in 
2016 where Bobbingworth yielded 460 butterflies and Church Lane achieved 781 butterflies. 
 
 
 

 
Fig 8. Total individuals recorded of all species at each site from 2015-2020 as part of UKBMS transect 
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When considering the species of butterfly present at each site it is encouraging that this number is 
relatively constant. As Church Lane maintains between 24-29 species, while also acknowledging that the  
24 species was recorded during the worst year (other than 2020). When looking at the species richness 
of Bobbingworth there is a generally increasing trend, again with 2016 being the lowest at 17, and 2019 
being the highest with 26 species (Fig.9). 
 
 

 
Fig 9. Species richness (number of species) recorded to be present at each site from 2015-2020 as part of 

UKBMS transect 
 

 
When looking closer into the species of each site, similar trends can be identified, the meadow brown is 
the most abundant species on each site where its highest population on Bobbingworth was in 2019 at 
336 whereas at Church Lane in 2017 it was recorded to be 624 (Fig 10 &11). When considering the 
skipper family Church Lane has recorded Large Skippers every year since the transect started; however, 
Bobbingworth has only recorded a population of 3 Large Skippers in 2019 showing a new species 
recorded at the site (Fig. 12 &13). There are healthy positive trends evident in the white family for both 
sites showing increases in population for example: the Green veined white at Church lane; or the quick 
recovery following a worse year evident at Bobbingworth with the Large white (Fig 14 &15).  
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