Butterflies in danger 
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HUNDREDS of butterflies, beetles and dragonflies are at risk of extinction across Europe with almost one-third of 435 butterfly species in decline, scientists have warned. 

The loss of habitat caused by intensive farming, climate change, forest fires and the expansion of tourism is threatening with extinction 14 per cent of dragonflies, 11 per cent of saproxylic beetles and nine per cent of butterflies within Europe, according to the European red list report for the European commission. 

“When talking about threatened species, people tend to think of larger, more charismatic creatures such as pandas or tigers, but we mustn’t forget that the small species on our planet are just as important,” said Jane Smart of the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), the conservation group which produced the report. “Butterflies, for instance, play a hugely pivotal role as pollinators in the ecosystems in which they live.” 

Many of the endangered insect species live in southern Europe where increasingly hot, dry summers combined with irrigation and water extraction is causing wetland habitats to dry up. 

The Madeiran large white butterfly is listed as critically endangered on the red list, which reviews the status of 6,000 European species including mammals, reptiles and plants. But the butterfly may already be extinct because it has not been seen on the island of Madeira for 20 years. 

The Macedonian grayling butterfly is critically endangered because quarrying is reducing its habitat while other endangered species include the Danube clouded yellow, the violet copper and the Canary Islands large white. Only four per cent of Europe’s butterfly species, which include 142 unique to the continent, are increasing in number. Martin Warren, co-author of the butterfly section of the report and chief executive of UK charity, Butterfly Conservation, said the insects were being hit by the loss of grassland habitats due to both intensification of agriculture and recent abandonment of traditional farming land in Europe.

