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FOREWORD 

 

Butterflies have for a long time been at the forefront of many efforts for insect conservation, and remain the most 

significant insect group for garnering public and political sympathies and support, as ambassadors for the 

incredible variety of small organisms overlooked in much conservation endeavour. Their appeal, following from 

long hobbyist interests that have also rendered them the best-documented insect group throughout the world, has 

furnished much biological and distributional knowledge, so that many taxa can be categorised reliably as 

‘common’ or ‘rare’, and those threatened with decline or loss by environmental changes, whether natural or 

flowing from human activities, can often be distinguished reliably and unambiguously. Their popularity also 

means that in many parts of the world there is a ‘critical mass’ of expertise among people concerned about 

butterfly wellbeing, and the consequences of their loss. The Lepidopterists’ Society of Africa is a leader in 

advancing butterfly conservation in the southern hemisphere, where the discipline is far less advanced than in the 

better-documented faunas of the northern temperate regions. An earlier publication (the South African Butterfly 

Conservation Assessment, SABCA, published in 2013) produced by the Society and its scientific partners was a 

highly informative and influential synopsis of the status of the almost 800 taxa known from the area. It has become 

a widely-appreciated classic foundation treatment. 
 

The present publication, again pioneering in scope, and from a large authoritative team of butterfly experts, is a 

detailed account of the conservation status and needs of each of the 165 butterfly species or subspecies of greatest 

conservation concern. These comprise 154 taxa signalled by SABCA as of conservation concern, and several new 

assessments. The major aim has been to revise the assessments given in SABCA, and augment the information 

available on their distributions, as a foundation for appraising conservation requirements. Much new information 

has been accumulated over the last few years, and the range of authors included (with massive collective field 

experience of the butterflies) is testament to the concerns and efforts made to produce a thoroughly up-to-date and 

well-documented series of dossiers on all taxa of current conservation interest. Many users of these accounts will 

appreciate the illustrations of each taxon treated, as useful aids to recognition. The impressive efforts to document 

recent changes carefully (together with reasons for change and identifying whether perceived changes are indeed 

genuine), and the sobering array of threats still evident for some taxa, provide sound appraisals of conservation 

measures and research needed to secure a future for threatened butterflies, and the Red List Index now available 

(with the status of 54 taxa changed from 2012 to 2018) confirms that such practical help is indeed needed. 

Reassuringly, 635 taxa ranked as ‘Least Concern’ in SABCA appear to have retained that status. The extensive 

introductory sections, which are both informative and inspiring, deserve to be read and heeded widely as a lesson 

in how to approach and effectively coordinate such a complex project, and the informative tabular summaries 

emphasise the scale of need and the magnitude of addressing practical conservation. I particularly valued the 

discussion of assessing the effectiveness of protected areas for butterflies: all too often for insects, simple detection 

of a notable species in a national park or other reserve is greeted with a sigh of relief and belief that it is 

automatically ‘safe’ from threat, and this text should help constructively to dispel this myth and emphasise the 

importance of the wider landscape both as habitat and in promoting connectivity. It is difficult for many butterfly 

workers in the temperate northern regions with relatively small and well-studied faunas to appreciate the 

complexity of appraising such a diverse, under-documented and widely-dispersed array of species by a rather 

small pool of dedicated enthusiasts, and where the ‘species: specialist ratio’ is much higher. This outcome is 

impressive in both the detail provided and the principles embraced.  The laudable and ambitious further 

conservation aim foreshadowed here, to incorporate moths more fully to enlarge the scope of Lepidoptera 

conservation in South Africa by recording their distributions, has already encompassed some 250,000 records. 

Throughout the area, as in Australia, distributional knowledge is a core element of assessing conservation status. 
 

As with the earlier volume, I was struck by strong parallels with the Australian butterflies – in both countries, 

Lycaenidae – with their often complex and specific interactions with ants and short-range endemism - are the 

predominant concerns, and the future of some taxa is indeed precarious. Thus, the Brenton blue (Orachrysops 

niobe), despite being a major conservation focus and the sole site managed and monitored continually over many 

years may have succumbed to the successive impacts of prolonged drought and the severe fire of 2017, in 

circumstances that could so easily occur in Australia. Their obligatory associations with specific host ants add 

considerable complexity to conservation of many lycaenids but also introduce many young people to the 

intricacies of butterfly biology. Likewise, a number of local Hesperiidae and Nymphalidae are subject to very 

similar threats in both countries, and similar alleviations are needed. And, as also in Australia, establishing  
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butterflies on major conservation agendas continues to largely devolve on the efforts of concerned non-

professional lepidopterists, with local concerns for narrow-range endemics often spearheaded by the enthusiasm 

of single people or small community support groups. The assessments in this document may help to assure 

continuity of many of these vital projects through gaining more ‘official’ recognition, and in publicising widely 

the extent of recommended needs. They endorse that insect conservation is not simply a case of treating them as 

passengers in vertebrate conservation issues, as is sometimes assumed, but that very specific measures must be 

implemented to satisfy the requirements of highly specialised taxa. 
 

This welcome account provides lessons for the development of successful butterfly conservation for a region in 

which the insect fauna – although considerably less heeded than the more spectacular large mammals as tourist 

drawcards – is no less an important and attractive component of our global heritage. Effective conservation of 

butterflies is an intricate and complex endeavour, with the variety of ecological contexts and threats displayed for 

the taxa considered here indicative of the wide range of measures and community participations needed. These 

individual taxon accounts emphasise that, despite the general overarching need for habitat protection, each taxon 

has its individual vulnerabilities flowing from its biology and the threats imposed on it and its critical resources.  

Realisation of that individuality is a vital message for those who can influence conservation policy. All interested 

in sustaining the integrity of terrestrial ecosystems and their smaller inhabitants, in any part of the world, will 

benefit from the careful and authoritative perspective provided here. 
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PREFACE 
 

The Southern African Butterfly Conservation Assessment (SABCA) project, which was completed in 2013, 

highlighted that one in every five butterflies in the southern African region were of conservation concern, either 

because they were threatened with extinction or because they were rare. 

 

The Southern African Lepidoptera Conservation Assessment (SALCA) was launched in 2015 by the 

Lepidopterists’ Society of Africa and the Brenton Blue Trust, with support from the South African National 

Biodiversity Institute, and focused on reassessing the butterflies that had been identified as being of conservation 

concern during SABCA. Regular monitoring and reassessment of these butterflies helps to prioritise the 

conservation measures required to eliminate threats that can lead to extinction as well as initiating research 

programmes aimed at achieving a better understanding of the ecology of these butterflies.  

 

This publication presents the main findings of SALCA, specifically: 

 

 the current threat status of our butterflies 

 for the first time it was possible to measure a Red List Index indicating the overall trend in threat status 

since SABCA 

 identification of the most significant threats that are negatively impacting our butterflies 

 an analysis of how well the South African protected area network is protecting our butterflies 

 describing how the assessments are put to valuable use in identifying critical habitats where development 

should not occur. 

 

These results are more relevant since, unlike during SABCA, a major effort was made to verify the data in the 

butterfly distribution database, and subsequently to only use expert-verified and recent distribution data for the 

analyses. 

 

For the first time ‘moths’ (families of Lepidoptera other than the Papilionoidea) were included in the project. This 

part of the project focused on creating one main moth distribution database using the latest accepted moth 

taxonomy, which allowed for analysing general moth patterns in the region. This valuable work provides an 

important basis for Red Listing of moths in the near future. 

 

The publication is divided into two sections: 

 

1) The main article, which provides information on the aims of the project, the methods used, and the results 

of main analyses, with discussion that focuses on the significance of the results for Lepidoptera 

conservation in South Africa, and 

2) Individual and illustrated conservation assessments and Red Listings for 165 butterfly taxa, including all 

butterflies of conservation concern.  

 

It is hoped that this publication will inspire people (scientists, young students, citizen scientists) to continue with 

their important conservation and research programmes, or to become passionate about initiating such programmes, 

so that our Lepidoptera can be conserved for the benefit of future generations. This has never been more important 

than the present, when globally there are strong indications that we are in the midst of a sixth mass extinction, 

with insects and other invertebrates being heavily impacted. 
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