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INTRODUCTION

General Information
Butterflies are heavily dependent on high-quality habitat.  They are indicators of how healthy our 
environment is.  A healthy environment for butterflies means a healthy environment for people.  Ar-
eas rich in butterflies and moths are always rich in other insects too.  Butterflies need a source of 
food for their caterpillars, usually the leaves of a plant, and food for the adult in the form of nectar.

There are 25 butterfly species that occur around Lough Carra.  This is quite a high proportion of 
Ireland’s total species list of 35 (32 resident and 3 migrant).  The main reasons are that there is a 
wide variety of habitats and quite a few remain relatively undisturbed and contain native flora.

Butterflies go through four different stages in their life 1) egg 2) caterpillar 3) chrysalis 4) adult.  
Most butterflies take a whole year to go from egg to flying adult butterfly.

To have the beautiful flying butterflies we must have the plants where eggs can be laid and each 
butterfly species has its own egg laying plant preference.  Some  butterflies, like the Marsh Fritillary, 
are extremely choosy and lay their eggs on one particular plant.   

The caterpillars emerge from the egg and feed on specific food plants.  For example, Peacock and 
Small Tortoiseshell caterpillars love to feed on Nettles.

When the adult ‘flying’ butterflies emerge from the chrysalis they fly around looking for plants with 
valuable nectar to feed on to give them energy to fly.  Their diet is an all-liquid diet of nectar.  The 
adult butterflies can be distinguished from day-flying moths because they have a thickened end to 
their antennae, giving them a slightly clubbed appearance.  Moths do not have clubbed antennae.

Butterflies are valuable pollinators for our wildflowers and garden plants, including fruit and vegeta-
ble plants.  Nearly 75% of food crops worldwide depend on pollinator insects like butterflies.

The butterflies and their caterpillars are an important food source for insect-eating bird species, for 
example Tits, Wagtails, Dunnocks, Robins etc.

Many species of butterflies and other insects have declined alarmingly in recent years because of 
use of pesticides and the loss of natural grasslands and native plants - places to lay eggs and feed.  
It’s vitally important we preserve natural areas and create new ones.

Classification of Conservation Status for each species 
The conservation status for each of the butterfly species listed is given under the heading ‘Status’.

Distribution map for each species
Each of the species illustrated is accompanied by a distribution map from the National Biodiversity 
Data Centre.  The small coloured blocks indicate the number of records of the relevant species per 
10km block.  Green indicates 0 records, Yellow indicates 1 to 100 records and Orange to Red is 
101 to 460 records.  For more information visit www.biodiversityireland.ie
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BRIMSTONE

DINGY SKIPPER
Latin Name
Irish Name
Flight period
Associated 
plants 
 

Wingspan
Habitat
Special Note 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Status 

Gonepteryx rhamni 
Buíóg ruibheach  
Post hibernation adults fly from March to June 
with their off-spring flying from July to late 
September
The eggs are laid only on Purging Buckthorn 
and Alder Buckthorn bushes, the caterpillar 
foodplants.  Adult butterflies get nectar from 
a wide variety of flowers but commonly visit 
Teasel, Purple Loosestrife, Dandelions and 
Thistle flowers
Large butterfly with wingspan from 60-74mm
Grassland, woodland edges close to where 
Buckthorns are growing
Distribution is closely matched to presence 
of Purging and Alder Buckthorn bushes. The 
males are a conspicuous yellow/green and 
much more brightly coloured than the females. 
They have leaf-shaped wings which provide 
good camouflage when they hibernate during 
the winter in among leaves of Ivy, Bramble or 
Holly.  The over-wintering adults emerge in 
early April
The population is stable in Ireland and is not 
of conservation concern

Erynnis tages
Donnán 
Just one brood flying from late April to early June

They lay eggs on the leaves of Bird’s-foot-trefoil 
which is also an important food plant for the cater-
pillar in Ireland. Nectar source plants are primarily 
Bird’s-foot-trefoil, Violet, Buttercup and Dandelion

Small butterfly with wingspan of 27-34mm

Unimproved limestone grasslands

They live in close-knit colonies, breeding and 
feeding at the same sites year after year.   Bird’s-
foot-trefoil is extremely important to the 
survival of this butterfly species because it is 
the only food that the caterpillar feeds on.  The 
main cause of decline has been ‘improvement’ of 
ancient grassland for agriculture which eliminates 
this larval food plant. They occur in several 
locations around Lough Carra on unimproved 
limestone grassland, such as the lakeshore at 
Brownstown and Cloondaver

Uncommon in Ireland and the conservation 
status is Near Threatened
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ORANGE-TIP

Hipparchia semele
Glasán / Donnóg aille
One generation a year emerging and flying 
from late June to mid-September
Eggs are laid on fine grasses such as Sheep’s 
Fescue which is one of the main food plants 
of the caterpillar.  Adult butterflies feed on 
nectar of Bell Heather,  Bird’s-foot-trefoil and 
Bramble. They will also feed on sap oozing 
from a tree trunk
51-62mm
Open habitat with grasses and areas of bare 
limestone
This butterfly is a master of camouflage. When 
at rest, it keeps its wings closed with the fore-
wing tucked in and to further enhance its cam-
ouflage it positions itself to cast a minimum 
of shadow. If disturbed, it probably will not 
travel far but is still difficult to track as it will 
be virtually invisible when it lands.  It occurs in 
a few areas around Lough Carra where there 
are still good areas of limestone pavement
It is listed as Near Threatened in Ireland

Anthocharis cardamines
Barr Buí
There is just one flight period from early April 
to early July

Eggs are laid on crucifers such as the Cuckoo- 
flower or Lady’s Smock and Garlic Mustard, 
which are the exclusive food plants for the 
caterpillars which are the exclusive food plant for 
the caterpillars.  The flowers of these plants are 
also a source of nectar for the adults along with 
Bluebell, Ragged Robin and Vetches

40-52mm

Damp hedgerows, wet meadows, woodland edges

This species is one of the earlier butterfly 
species on the wing, seen in April. 
The male is very conspicuous as it has promi-
nent bright orange patches at its wingtips. The 
female has black patches and looks similar to 
the Small White butterfly. The underside of 
both sexes exhibits a mottled green pattern

There has been a decline but they are still 
widespread throughout Ireland
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Inachis io

Péacóg

Early April to end June to late September

Eggs are laid on Nettles which is also the food 
plant for the larvae.  Choice of nectar source 
varies depending on the season.  In spring they 
feed on Dandelion and Willow and later in the 
year they favour Knapweed, Teasel, Heather 
and Devil’s-bit Scabious

63mm in the male and up to 75mm in the 
female

Gardens, woodlands, hedgerows

They over-winter as an adult butterfly and 
emerge in early April.  When disturbed, the 
hibernating Peacocks flash their wings to 
show the large eye-spots and make a hissing 
noise by rubbing their forewings against their 
hindwings

Widespread throughout Ireland

PEACOCK

Pararge aegeria

Breacfhéileacán coille

There are two broods a year flying from early 
April to late September

Eggs are laid on native grasses such as Cock’s-
foot, Couch Grass and Yorkshire-fog

47-50mm

Areas of dappled shade such as woodland 
edges, hedgerows and scrubland

It is very territorial, fighting off intruding 
butterflies and other insects. 
It has a long flying season and can be seen 
flying even in dull weather.  It can be found in 
several locations around Lough Carra includ-
ing at Moorehall and Castle Carra

Widespread throughout Ireland and not con-
sidered threatened although there has been a 
marked decline in recent years

SPECKLED WOOD
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PURPLE HAIRSTREAK
Quercusia quercus

Stiallach corcra

Late July to early September

It is confined purely to specific Oak woodland 

37-39mm

Oak woodland

This is a rare species with colonies restricted 
to a few Oak woodlands in Ireland.  It is diffi-
cult to see as it spends most of its time high 
in the Oak tree-tops.  It has dark brown wings 
with only the male having a patch of iridescent 
purple. The underside is a pale grey/brown

Uncommon and restricted to a few woods 
in Ireland. There are just two colonies known 
from Lough Carra at Doon and Derrinrush 
where there are large old Oak trees

Callophrys rubi
Staillach uaine
They emerge once a year and fly from mid-
April to early July
They take nectar from plants such as Butter-
cups, Bramble and Wild Raspberry.  The eggs 
are laid on a wide-range of plants including 
Gorse and Bramble.  On bogs, it often breeds 
on Cross-leaved Heath
28-34mm
Boglands and wet heath preferring areas 
where scrub and trees occur such as Gorse 
and Downy Birch
The Green Hairstreak has a very attractive 
metallic green underside. The upperside is 
brown but at rest the butterfly always keeps 
its wings closed.  It is Ireland’s only green 
butterfly. 
It can be difficult to see as it is well camou-
flaged among the green leaves of shrubs.  It 
can be found in several locations in the Lough 
Carra catchment including Clogher Bog
It is widespread throughout most of Ireland 
and not considered threatened

GREEN HAIRSTREAK
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Celastrina argiolus

Gormán cuilinn
There can be two broods each year, between early 
April to early June and mid-July to late September

Eggs are laid on Holly flowers and berries, Ivy 
and Alder Buckthorn which are also the food 
plant for the caterpillars. The adults nectar 
on Bramble flowers and on the honeydew of 
aphids on tree leaves in summer

26-35mm

Primarily found in hedgerows and woodland edges

The Holly Blue is the only known host of the 
Ichneumon wasp Listrodromus nycthemerus.  The 
wasp injects its eggs into both the larvae and 
pupae of the butterfly which eventually kills 
it.  This parasitisation can lead to crashes in 
the Holly Blue population in some years. The 
female has dark patches on its wings, but the 
male is uniform blue - see Page 10

There has been a moderate increase across Ireland
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HOLLY BLUE
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Polyommatus icarus

Gormán coiteann

Early-May to end September

Bird’s-foot-trefoil is the most favoured for egg 
laying and as food plant for caterpillars.  Eggs 
are also laid on Black Medick

30-38mm

Unfertilised meadows and limestone grass-
lands as well as on rocky outcrops

The Common Blue is the most colourful of 
the three Blues found in Ireland. The male is a 
very attractive shiny blue, whereas the female is 
mainly brown.  It is the only Blue in Ireland with 
decorative orange crescents and black spots on 
the underside – see photo on page 11

Seen in suitable habitats throughout Ireland 
and not considered threatened

COMMON BLUE
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SILVER-WASHED FRITILLARY
Argynnis paphia
Fritileán geal
Late June to early September
Eggs are laid on the north-facing side of trees 
in crevices of the bark at 1-1.5 metres above 
ground level.  The food plant for the caterpillar 
is exclusively Violets, primarily the Common 
Dog Violet.  Nectar plant for the adults is 
primarily Bramble but they also take nectar 
from the flowers of Knapweed, Thistles and 
Ragwort
Variable from 69mm to 80mm
It is found in sunny clearings in woods and 
along hedgerows
One of the largest and most striking of our 
butterflies.  The female has slightly darker 
patterning than the male.  The eggs hatch in 
August and the larvae eat part of the eggshell 
before going to hibernate in crevices of the 
tree only emerging in late March or April 
when they go to look for the food plant, the 
Violet
It is not of conservation concern in Ireland
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Euphydryas aurinia
Fritileán réisc
Mid-May to late June

Eggs are laid on Devil’s-bit Scabious which is 
the unique food plant of the caterpillar

42mm in the male and 47mm in the female

They need grassland with the caterpillar 
foodplant Devil’s-bit Scabious.  They also need 
areas of grasses that dry and bleach in the 
autumn, such as Purple Moor-grass, to provide 
warm, dry basking places for the larvae in 
spring

The Marsh Fritillary is dependent on a single 
plant species for its survival: Devil’s-bit Scabi-
ous is the only food plant of the caterpillar.  
The larvae construct a fraternal web which 
enables them to move as a group between 
food plants.  In autumn this web of larvae 
will hibernate emerging as flying adults in the 
following May-June

The Conservation Status is Vulnerable due to 
loss of suitable breeding habitat

Latin Name
Irish Name
Flight period
Associated 
plants
Wingspan
Habitat 
 
 
 
 

Special Note 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Status 

MARSH FRITILLARY
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Speckled Wood underside

Marsh Fritillary underside

Orange-tip female

Male Holly Blue
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Purple Hairstreak male underside

Common Blue underside

Holly Blue underside



For more information please visit:

www.loughcarra.org
www.loughcarralife.ie

www.biodiversityireland.ie
www.npws.ie 

www.irishbutterflies.com
www.butterfly-conservation.org

Images by Lynda Huxley except: Purple Hairstreak and Holly Blue which are by Jesmond Harding 
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