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Background 

 
The Garden Butterfly Monitoring Scheme was established on a pilot basis in May 2020. The 

purpose of this scheme is to generate quantitative counts of the diversity and number of 

butterflies visiting gardens, and to track any changes in the populations of our commoner 

species. This monitoring scheme will complement the information generated from the other 

butterfly monitoring schemes, namely the Irish Butterfly Monitoring Scheme and Five-Visit 

Monitoring Scheme. 

 

 

Methodology 
 

The Garden Butterfly Monitoring Scheme asks volunteers to make a count of the maximum 

number of butterflies seen in their garden during a 15-minute period, in good weather 

conditions. The main survey runs from 1st April to 30th September each year but counts outside 

the period can also be submitted. Surveyors can choose to count from a fixed point or from a 

walk around the garden, but the same method must be used each time unt to ensure consistency 

of effort between counts. Ideally surveyors are encouraged to make at least one monitoring 

count each week. The scheme is restricted to the 20 most commonly occurring butterfly species 

as any of the other butterfly species will rarely if ever be found in gardens.  When first joining 

the scheme, surveyors are asked to register their garden on the Garden Butterfly Monitoring 

Scheme online management system providing some information about the garden, mainly its 

general location and size. Alternatively, participants can send their Eircode to 

butterflies@biodiversityireland.ie and staff of the National Biodiversity Data Centre will 

register the gardens for participants.  All counts made are then submitted online.  

  

 

 

RESULTS 2021 

 

 

Participating gardens 
 

A total of 78 gardens registered for the Garden Butterfly Monitoring Scheme in 2020 and 2021, 

with counts submitted for 54 different gardens in 2020 and 50 in 2021. The map below shows 

the locations of the gardens from which counts were submitted in 2021 (Figure 1). The 

participating gardens were spread across the country but there was a noticeable gap in the north 

Midlands.  Of the 78 registered gardens, 60% were large rural or suburban gardens, whereas 

only 10% were small urban or suburban gardens (Table 1). The gardens that are registered for 

the scheme are listed in Table 2. 

 

 

 
 

Table 1: Breakdown of the different types of gardens registered for the Garden Butterfly Monitoring Scheme in 

2020 & 2021. 
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Figure 1: Location of the gardens that submitted counts for the Garden Butterfly Monitoring Scheme in 2021. 

 

 
Table 2: Location of the gardens that are registered for the Garden Butterfly Monitoring Scheme. 



The weather in 2021 

 

The weather in 2021 was one of two distinct seasons, with cool weather conditions dominating 

until July, but becoming warmer and drier from July to September. An example of the 

temperature over the monitoring period is presented for the Athenry, Co. Galway weather 

station (Figure 2).  The maximum air temperature generally remained below 15°C until the 

third week in May, then rose a few degrees but did not exceed 20°C until the second week of 

July. Temperatures jumped in July to over 25°C, and with the exception of one cooler week in 

August, remained nice right through to the end of September. The average maximum 

temperature in 2020 was more consistent, but there was a noticeable warm spell in mid-May.  

 

Rainfall was generally lower in 2021 than in 2020; the weekly rainfall chart for the weather 

station in Athenry, Co. Galway is shown below by way of an example (Figure 3). This station 

recorded 64% less rainfall over the 26-week monitoring period in 2021 than in 2020. 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Average maximum temperature recorded at Athenry, Co. Galway during the monitoring period, by 

way of an example of weather patterns in 2020 and 2021. 

 

 
Figure 3: Weekly rainfall amounts recorded at Athenry, Co. Galway during the monitoring period, by way of an 

example of weather patterns in 2020 and 2021. 



The counts  

 
760 15-minute counts were completed between 1st April and 30th September in 2021. There 

was a strong association between weather conditions and the number of counts completed 

(Figure 4). There was a noticeable peak in counts completed during the last week of April 

(Week 4), the warmest and driest month of spring, but most weeks saw only around 25 counts 

completed until weather improved in the second week of July (Week 15). The peak counts 

were completed in mid-July when the temperature was high and there was little rainfall. There 

was a further peak of counts completed during the third week of August (Week 21), before the 

number of counts declining throughout September. 

 

 
Figure 4: Number of 15-minute butterfly counts completed each week from 1st April to 30th September, plotted 

against average maximum temperature. 

 

 

On average, 15 counts were submitted per garden, but this average figure hides a large 

variation between the participating gardens (Figure 5). Five or fewer counts were completed 

in 18 of the participating gardens.  The top ten gardens accounted for 340 counts, or almost 

45% of all counts completed.  The top three gardens completed a remarkable 46, 48 and 76 

counts respectively during the recording period. The distribution of counts across the 

participating gardens was similar to the pattern observed in 2020. 

 



 
Figure 5: The number of 15-minute butterfly counts completed across all participating gardens.  
 

 

 

Butterfly numbers in 2021 
 

A total of 4,579 individual butterflies was counted between 1st April and 30th September 2021 

(Figure 6). Less than 100 butterflies were counted each week until mid-July when there was a 

noticeable increase. This coincided with the fine weather at that time. The number of butterflies 

counted increased each week from mid-July, peaking in the third week of August, when more 

than 900 individual butterflies were counted from 46 counts made that week. That is an average 

of almost 20 butterflies counted during each 15-minute count, showing the value of gardens 

for butterflies in autumn.  

   

 
Figure 6: The total number of butterflies counted each week, plotted with average maximum temperatures.  
 

 



A comparison of the average number of individual butterflies counted during each 15-minute 

count completed in 2021 and 2020 provides another interesting insight. Until early July there 

were on average more than one third fewer butterflies counted in each count in 2021 than in 

2020. This changed in late-July when larger numbers of butterflies began to be counted, and 

by mid-August, on average there were almost double the number of butterflies counted than in 

2020. For the 12 weeks from early July to end of September there were 40% more butterflies 

counted in gardens, on average, in 2021 than in 2020. 

 

 

 
Figure 7: A comparison of the average number of butterflies counted in each 15-minute count between 2020 & 

2021.  
 

 

 

 

In summary: A total of 4,579 individual butterflies was counted between 1st April and 30th 

September 2021. Data from the counts show that April, May and June were poor for butterflies 

with about 30% fewer recorded than in the previous year. This changed during the second half 

of the year, from July to the end of September, when on average there was 40% more butterflies 

visiting gardens than in the previous year.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Species composition of garden butterfly  

 
 

Small tortoiseshell, large white and speckled wood are by far, the commonest butterfly species 

seen in gardens in Ireland. Together, these three species accounted for 60% of the total number 

of butterflies counted in 2021, and 50% in 2020 (Table 3). 

 

The results from both years show that 11 species constitute the core garden butterfly 

community in Ireland. The eleven species are small tortoiseshell, large white, speckled wood, 

small white, red admiral, green-veined white, peacock, ringlet, meadow brown, holly blue and 

orange-tip. These eleven species accounted for 96.7% of all butterflies counted in 2021 and 

95.6% in 2020. The other nine species of butterfly included in this monitoring scheme occur 

far less frequently in gardens.  

 

 

 

2021    2020   

Species  Number % of total  Species  Number % of total 

Small Tortoiseshell 1,480 32.3  Small Tortoiseshell 1,286 28.3 

Large White 669 14.6  Speckled Wood 541 11.9 

Speckled Wood 617 13.7  Large White 505 11.1 

Small White 430 9.4  Red Admiral 448 9.9 

Red Admiral 325 7.1  Small White 395 8.7 

Green-veined White 224 4.9  Peacock 386 8.5 

Peacock 178 3.9  Green-veined White 264 5.8 

Ringlet 144 3.1  Meadow Brown 231 5.1 

Meadow Brown 143 3.1  Ringlet 140 3.1 

Holly Blue 113 2.5  Orange-tip 79 1.7 

Orange-tip 97 2.1  Holly Blue 66 1.5 

Comma 46 1.0  Comma 55 1.2 

Painted Lady 31 0.7  Common Blue 54 1.2 

Silver-washed Fritillary 21 0.5  Painted Lady 23 0.5 

Common Blue 21 0.5  Small Copper 20 0.4 

Small Copper 17 0.4  Wood White 14 0.3 

Small Heath 13 0.3  Small Heath 13 0.3 

Brimstone 7 0.2  Silver-washed Fritillary 11 0.2 

Wood White 3 0.1  Brimstone 6 0.1 

Clouded Yellow 0 0.0  Clouded Yellow 4 0.1 

Total number 4,579    Total number 4,541   

Table 3: The species composition of the garden butterfly counts completed in 2021 & 2020. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



Individual species 
 

Small tortoiseshell (Aglais urticae) 

The first generation of small tortoiseshell visit gardens in small numbers in mid-May and 

June and numbers remain relatively stable until late-July. Counts show that large numbers of 

second generation small tortoiseshell visit gardens in August and September, where they can 

be seen in large numbers feeding on flowers and ripe fruit.   Peak numbers were counted in 

the third week of August in 2021 (Week 21), whereas peak number, albeit fewer in total, 

were recorded a week later in 2020. 2021 seems to have been a very good year for small 

tortoiseshell butterflies. 

 

 
        

Speckled Wood (Pararge aegeria) 

Counts of speckled wood in 2021 suggest that numbers of the first spring generation were 

impacted by the poor weather in the earlier part of the year as far fewer were flying than in 

2020. The second autumn generation seems to have done extremely well, with peak counts 

during the last half of August (Weeks 21 & 22). Numbers of the second generation counted in 

2021 were three time greater than in 2020.   

 

 
 



Large White (Pieris brassicae) 

The counts of large white visiting gardens showed evidence of its two generations. A first, 

relatively small generation in late-May and June and a second, larger autumn generation. The 

counts suggest the autumn generation was much larger in 2021 than in 2020, and the peak 

seems to have occurred a couple of weeks later in 2021. 

 

 
 

         

Small White (Pieris rapae) 

Counts of small white visiting gardens suggest that there are two, largely distinct generations. 

The first peaking in late May and early June with a second, larger generation in late-July and 

August. The counts suggest that the peak flight period of the small white in 2021 was a 

couple of weeks later than in 2020, but the overall number of individuals counted was similar 

in both years.  

 

 
 

  

 

 



Red Admiral (Vanessa atalanta) 

Red admiral is a migrant to Ireland, arriving each spring to our shores from southern Europe 

and North Africa. While a small number may overwinter, the numbers seen in spring are 

largely determined by how many migrants arrive to our shores. The larger numbers seen in 

autumn are of butterflies that have bred here. Unlike the previous butterfly species 

highlighted, the number of red admiral counted in autumn seems to have been lower in 2021 

than in 2020.   

 

 
         

 

Green-veined White (Pieris napi) 

Green-veined white is another species where the counts show two distinct generations, a 

spring brood peaking in mid-May and a second, larger brood peaking in late-July and early 

August. The flight periods observed in both 2021 and 2020 are similar.  

 

 
            

 

 



Peacock (Aglais io) 

The counts from the Garden Butterfly Monitoring Scheme show that peacock occur in small 

numbers in spring, and these are likely to be adults that have successfully overwintered. The 

count data show that peacock have a single generation each year, with peak numbers seen in 

late-July and August. The numbers counted in gardens in 2020 were far higher than in 2021, 

suggesting that 2021 was a poor year for this species.  

 

 
 
 

Ringlet (Aphantopus hyperantus) 

Ringlet is single brooded in Ireland, and the count data clearly show this. The counts show an 

interesting difference between 2020 and 2021. Ringlet emerged a couple of weeks earlier in 

2020 than in 2021, but there seems to have been a much larger peak of butterflies flying in 

mid-July in 2021 that the previous year.  This species seems to have responded to the abrupt 

spell of fine weather in mid-July (week 16). 

 

 



Meadow Brown (Maniola jurtina) 

Meadow brown is another single brooded species. The counts from the Garden Butterfly 

Monitoring Scheme show that meadow brown emerged a few weeks later in 2021 than in 

2020, consequently had a poorer season.  

 

 
 
 

Holly Blue (Celastrina argiolus) 

Holly blue counts show that the species is mostly double brooded. The early, spring brood 

was missed in 2020 as the monitoring scheme wasn’t established, but the 2021 counts picked 

up a strong spring generation in 2021.Both years showed a second brood in July 

. 

 
 

 

 

 



Orange-tip (Anthocharis cardamines) 

Orange-tip were counted from early-April to mid-June. The poor weather in mid-May 

(Weeks 7 & 8) impacted on numbers counted.   

 

 
 

 

 

 

Thanks 
The Garden Butterfly Monitoring Scheme is run entirely on a voluntary basis, where all 

participants give of their time freely to collect this valuable information on butterflies, and 

butterfly populations. The National Biodiversity Data Centre is extremely grateful to 

everyone who has contributed to the scheme in 2020 or 2021. 

 

The monitoring scheme commences again on the 1st April. We very much hope that you will 

continue to submit any counts to https://surveys.biodiversityireland.ie/ . If you have any 

queries about the scheme, or would like any further information, please email 

butterflies@biodiversityireland.ie 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Monitoring calendar for 2022 
 

Week No. Month Fri. Sat. Sun. Mon. Tues. Wed. Thurs. 

1 April 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 April 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

3 April 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 

4 April 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 

5 April 29 30 1 2 3 4 5 

6 May 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

7 May 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 

8 May 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 

9 May 27 28 29 30 31 1 2 

10 June 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

11 June 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 

12 June 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 

13 June 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 

14 July 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

15 July 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

16 July 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 

17 July 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 

18 July 29 30 31 1 2 3 4 

19 August 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

20 August 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

21 August 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 

22 August 26 27 28 29 30 31 1 

23 September 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

24 September 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

25 September 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 

26 September 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 

27 October 30 1 2 3 4 5 6 
 


