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Above: Red Admiral (Vanessa atalanta) perches on stinging nettle along hedgerow environment in Belair 
Park, South London (May 24, 2012). The Red Admiral has been seen typically from May to September, and 
most commonly in July and August. It is now being recorded in every month. 

Butterflies, biodiversity and changing climate. 

Editor Martin Heath: One of the most rewarding experiences for my colleagues and I is to take a 
walk along habitats that we have ourselves created or augmented, and to watch the colourful 
butterflies which they have attracted. It amounts to nature's seal of approval. Sadly, we can't 
forget the sobering issues of climate change and habitat destruction. We open with a discussion 
of biodiversity loss, but close with recommendations for positive actions to protect biodiversity.

The UK body Butterfly Conservation, in its The State of the UK's Butterflies 2011 Report, noted 
a  failure  to  achieve  the 2010  European  Union  goal  of  halting  biodiversity  loss  and,  on  the 
contrary, the decade-long trend was for 72% of species to decline in abundance at monitored 
sites, with 54% of butterflies  showing reduced distribution. It was not all bad news for butterfly  
biodiversity, however. The situation for some species (particularly where efforts had been made 
to  encourage  their  habitat)  was  improving.  The  general  trend,  however,  was  unequivocal, 
discouraging and attributed to habitat loss. The Report concluded that: “Climate warming has  
undoubtedly improved conditions for most of the UK’s butterflies. However, because of habitat  
destruction,  only  around  one-fifth  of  butterflies  have  been  able  to  benefit  from  climate  
warming by expanding their ranges.” It is important to understand that climate change involves 
year-to-year and decade-to-decade fluctuations superimposed on a long-term warming trend. 
The USA's National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration cited 2011 as the coolest year since 
2008, yet it was still above the 30 year mean. Seasons, in any locality vary also. The UK Met 
Office reported a cold 2010/2011 winter, a warm 2011 spring, cool summer and warm autumn. 
Butterfly observer's hoped that a good spring (the appearance of the Black Hairstreak in May 
rather than June was the earliest recorded) presaged a good summer, but summer 2011 actually  
saw a downturn in  butterflies, being the coolest U.K. summer since 1993. 

The Red Admiral (above) is an iconic species, recognised easily by many members of the public. 
It occurs across temperate Europe, Asia, and North America. In the spring, it  migrates north 
from warmer southern areas, although some of the population overwinters in northern areas. 
Butterfly Conservation has reported that: “red admirals, in particular, are now surviving our  
winters  in  increasing  numbers  in  the  far  south."  The  Peter  Eeles'  UK  Butterflies website 
(working in association with  Butterfly Conservation) reported in 2011 that Red Admirals were 
still being sighted in December. Butterfly Conservation publish first sighting dates. In 2012, the 
red admiral was spotted in Sussex on January 1 and Dr Martin Warren, the organisations' Chief 
Executive, posted a photograph of a Red Admiral amongst snowdrops in February. Sadly, over 
the last decade, the Red Admiral's range has declined by 2% and its population by 21%.



Above: Fields and woods near Ash, Kent. May 19, 2012.

Summer solstice – behind the bright blue sky. 

For those of us in the N hemisphere, the Sun reached 
its highest altitude for the year on June 20. On this, 
the longest day of the year, the southern and eastern 
parts of England enjoyed bright sunshine (Left: NOAA 
satellite image; courtesy Geoff Hamilton). It is easy 
to forget that the summer solstice sky hides winter 
constellations  behind  its  blue  glare  of  scattered 
sunlight. Sirius, the brightest star in the sky, was up, 
as was the Pleiades star cluster. The Sun, in Taurus, 
stood above Orion's raised club, a fortuitous image of 
a flaming torch, in the year of the London Olympics. 
Against the stars stood the Moon and three planets. 

Below left: Re-labelled Stellarium image of sky on June 20, 2012. 
The ecliptic, the Sun's path around the sky, is marked in red (the 
Sun moves right to left). Below right: The Sun stands above the 
ecology area at Belair Park, South London at around midday. 



   Weather in May, 2012

Above: Field margin, Ash, Kent. May 26, 2012. 

For  the  UK  as  a  whole,  May  was   0.7  °C 
warmer than the 1971–2000 average, and drier 
than average for  much of  SW and central  S 
England. It was the 3rd sunniest May on record, 
but SE England did not share in this trend.

May  3  was  particularly  cool  across  many 
eastern and southern areas,  and it was cool 
again on May 5 and 6.  On May 5,  the U.K. 
minimum temperature of −6.2°C was recorded 
at  Saughall  (East  Ayrshire).   In  mid-April, 
drought orders had been introduced across the 
West Midlands and SW England, but by May 11, 
rainfall  had  been  sufficient  to  see  them 
withdrawn. May 12 saw settled conditions with 
a brief ridge of high pressure, followed by a 
deep area of low pressure to the north of the 
UK on May 13 to 14. May 15 saw a showery 
north-westerly air-stream, whilst from May 17 
to 20 a complex area of low pressure moved 
across  England  bringing  E  or  NE  winds  with 
rainy  spells.  A  weak  ridge  of  high  pressure 
arrived  on  May  20,  bringing  warmer,  more 
settled  weather.  On  May  24,  a  maximum 
temperature  of  27.5  °C  was  recorded  at 
Heathrow,  and  on  May  25,  Achnagart 
(Highland)  recorded  the  UK's  maximum 
temperature of 29.3oC. Clouds and rain moved 
in from May 31. 

For SE and central S  England the mean max. 
temp. of 17oC was 0.8oC above the 1971-2000 
norm and the mean min. temp, of 8.2oC was 
1.3oC above the norm. There were 197.1 hrs 
sunshine  (98%  of  the  norm)  and  43.1mm of 
rainfall (83% of the norm).

Upper  left:  Cow  parsley  and  hawthorn  (may) 
flower  in  a  hedgerow  at  Ash,  Kent  (May  26). 
Middle left: Hawthorn flowers in a hedgerow in 
Belair  Park,  S.  London  (May  22).  Lower  left: 
Weather systems over Britain on May 22  (NOAA 
satellite; courtesy of Geoff Hamilton). 



                                        Weather in June, 2012

                                                                                
Above: West Kingsdown, Kent. June 23, 2012.

The Met Office online summed up the month for the 
U.K. as follows: “The weather was dominated by low 
pressure  over  or  close  to  the  UK,  with  associated  
weather  fronts.  These  brought  rather  cool  days,  
some very large rainfall totals and also some strong  
winds  early  in  the  month.  There  was  an  almost  
complete  absence of  warm, settled spells.” It  was 
the coolest June since 1991 (0.3°C below the 1971-
2000 mean), and it was the wettest since 1910 and 
the second dullest in a series from 1929. For England 
and  Wales,  June  2012  and  June  1860  shared  first 
place as the wettest in a series running from 1766. 
Only the far NW of Scotland enjoyed unusually sunny 
and dry conditions.

26 mm of rain fell at Hampstead (London), on June 3. 
On June 5, temperatures fell to 2 °C in parts of East 
Anglia. Gusts of 132 km per hour hit the Needles (Isle 
of Wight) on June 8. There was 57.2 mm of rain at 
Shoreham  (W  Sussex)  on  June  10;  47.2  mm  at 
Otterbourne (Hampshire) on June 11. Temperatures 
fell to just 0.4 °C on June 13, at Santon Downham 
(Suffolk). Improved weather saw 21.6 °C on June 17 
at  Gravesend  (Kent)  and  23.3  °C  on  June  20  at 
Northolt (London). There were thundery conditions in 
the S on June 21. The SE enjoyed drier and sunnier 
conditions than  the rest of England, through to the 
end of the month (28.6 °C at Gravesend on June 28). 
For SE and central S England the mean max. temp. of 
18oC was 1.1oC below the 1971-2000 norm) and the 
mean  min.  temp.  of  10.4oC was  0.7oC higher.  The 
145.3  hours  of  sunshine  were  75%  of  the  norm. 
Rainfall  was  136.3  mm  (248%  of  the  norm). 
Source: online climate summaries from UK Met Office. 

Top left:  Bee alights on corky-fruited water dropwort, Belair Park, S. London. June 2. Centre left: Weather over 
Britain and adjacent Europe, June 15. (NOAA, courtesy of Geoff Hamilton).  Bottom left: English village fête from the  
tower of St Peter and St Paul's Church, Ash,  Kent (June 23).  Below: Fields, West Kingsdown, Kent. June 6, 2012. 



Beacons celebrate historic milestone. 

The Diamond Jubilee of Queen Elizabeth II was 
another reminder of the broader perspective 
of history. Hill top beacons recalled previous 
centuries  when  they  would  have  signalled 
invasion by the Spanish Armada or the army of 
Napoleon Bonaparte. On June 5,  the Borough 
of Bromley lit a bonfire on the Crystal Palace 
Park  hill  top.  The  Full  Moon  stands  over  a 
corner  unit  commemorating  Joseph  Paxton's 
innovative  Crystal  Palace,  which  stood  here 
from 1852 to 1936.   Above right: Beacon on 
One Tree Hill, Southwark. Left: Flags dance in 
the breeze as storm clouds pass overhead on 
June 22, 2012.

Making space for nature - a key report.

As noted in the front page item, habitat destruction is a major factor behind biodiversity loss.  
We conclude by citing the recommendations of a report from a panel chaired by Professor Sir 
John Lawton (Lawton et al., 2010). The report, which looked at how Britain may take effective 
action to conserve biodiversity, had been commissioned in September 2009 by the Secretary of 
State for the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, Hilary Benn, who stated:  
“With the effects of climate change and other pressures on our land, now is the time to see  
how we can enhance ecological  England further.  Linking together  areas to make ecological  
corridors and a connected network, could have real benefits in allowing nature to thrive.” 
Following the UK's General Election of May 2010, the new Secretary of State, Caroline Spelman 
urged that this work continue.  As Lawton explained in his foreword (p. ii): “This report argues 
that we need a step-change in our approach to wildlife conservation, from trying to hang on to  
what we have, to one of large-scale habitat restoration and recreation, under-pinned by the  
re-establishment  of  ecological  processes  and  ecosystem services,  for  the  benefits  of  both  
people and wildlife. . . . The vision will only be realised if, within the overall aims, we work at  
local scales, in partnership with local people. Local authorities, the voluntary sector, farmers,  
other land-managers, statutory agencies, and other stakeholders.”

Lawton, J. H., Brotherton, P. N. M., Brown, V. K., Elphick, C., Fitter, A. H., Forshaw, J., Haddow, R. W., Hilborne, S., Leafe, R. N.,  
Mace, G. M., Southgate, M. P., Sutherland, W. J., Tew, T. E., Varley, J., and Wynne, G. R. (2010).  Making Space for Nature: a  
review of England’s wildlife sites and ecological network. Report to Defra.
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