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Habitat management for the Small Blue

AN INTRODUCTION
TO THE SMALL BLUE

I

dentification: The Small Blue (Cupido minimus) is Ireland’s smallest resident butterfly
with a wingspan of between 18-27mm. It has a smoky brown upperwing. The males
have a darker upper wing that can almost appear black while the female is more dark
brown in colour. Both the male and female have a similar underwing which are plain bluegrey with black markings.

Status of the Small Blue in Ireland
Small Blue upper wing
© Kevin Murphy

The Small Blue is classified as ‘Endangered’ under the
Red List of Irish Butterflies. In Ireland, the Small Blue has
a restricted distribution. Many of the key sites where the
Small Blue is found are becoming less suitable due to loss
of semi-natural grassland, both under and overgrazing,
erosion and urban development.
Coastal sites across Ireland are important for the Small
Blue. Most colonies of the Small Blue are very small,
rarely larger than 30 adults in one population. Population
size seems to fluctuate possibly linked to the abundance
of Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis vulneraria).
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Red Lists are a method
of assessing the status of
different species within
their taxonomic group.

Small Blue under wing
© Chris Wilson
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Small Blue
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Life cycle of the Small Blue

T

he Small Blue is a single brooded butterfly with
adults flying from late May to late June. Males set
up territories in sheltered areas, on grass or scrub.
Once mated, the females lay eggs singly in young, partially
open flower heads of Kidney Vetch.
The Small Blue caterpillar is monophagous. This means that
it only feeds on one plant, Kidney Vetch. Isolated Kidney
Vetch plants or ones on the edge of a patch are often used
for laying eggs. The caterpillar burrow deep in the
flower heads, where they feed on the developing
flowers. The caterpillars are cannibalistic,
feeding on younger caterpillars. Females will
avoid laying where there is already an egg.
Caterpillars are also occasionally tended
by ants. Caterpillars secrete a food source
for ants and in return the ants provide the
caterpillars with protection from predators.

Small Blue mating
© Stephen Bolger

Female Small Blue laying eggs on Kidney Vetch
© Stephen Bolger

Special requirements of the Small Blue

From mid-July the
caterpillars are the same
size as the florets and
can be seen on the flower
heads. Caterpillars bite
holes in the base of the
flowers to eat the seeds.
When fully grown, they go
down to the ground and
overwinter in soil crevices or
under moss for 10 months
until the following spring.
Next spring, they pupate at
ground level and the pupa
stage lasts for two weeks.

Kidney Vetch © David Fenwick

Hairy Tare © Paul Green

Bird's-foot Trefoil © Liam Lysaght

Tufted Vetch © Con O'Rourke
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The Small Blue is highly sedentary. It rarely70 flies more than
60
40 meters and it typically forms small discrete
colonies.
50
It relies on sheltered grassland habitats, the
40 presence
of Kidney Vetch and connectivity between30populations.
20
Generally, the sites with the greatest abundance
of Small
10
Blue will have a large amount of Kidney Vetch.
Kidney Vetch
0
is the larval food plant, but adults will also feed on Vetches
(Vicia spp.) and Bird’s-foot Trefoil (Lotus corniculatus).
Small Blue live in metapopulations.
A metapopulation is where one main
population is supported by smaller
subpopulations. Small barriers like
hedges or rives can result in discrete
colonies. The subpopulations will go
through periods of local extinctions,
contracting to the main population
and then recolonising areas.

A metapopulation is where a small
During the periods of local
number of adults from one main
shown in blue, exchange
extinctions, it is important that the population,
between smaller subpopulations,
in black. The size and
habitat quality is maintained so the circled
number of subpopulations will
vary greatly from year to year.
Small Blue can recolonise the area
when populations increase again. If
during the periodic extinctions the habitat quality becomes
unsuitable, the Small Blue will not recolonise the area. The
population dynamics of the Small Blue means that land
management needs to be done on a landscape scale even if
there are some areas that are not currently inhabited.
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Land management for the Small Blue

A

Habitat size and connectivity

ctive habitat management of existing sites would
increase Small Blue populations. There also needs
to be management to connect these discrete
populations. Increasing connectivity between colonies would
enable populations to expand and colonise new areas. This
would lower the threat of fragmentation and isolation.

Given the sedentary lifestyle of the Small Blue and its
metapopulation structure, a big threat is habitat fragmentation.
Size of sites and connectivity between sites are important
factors. Small, isolated populations are at a higher risk of
extinction than those with larger patch size.
Given that the Small Blue lives in metapopulations, local
extinctions have occurred in the past. This was balanced by
recolonization of sites. However, with an overall deterioration
of habitats leads to a lower availability of good quality habitat.
Now, recolonisation is less likely.

Kidney Vetch

Bare soil allows for Kidney Vetch
to spread ©Stephen Bolger

The ideal habitat for the Small Blue is one
with a mix of short and tall vegetation
with a lot of flowering Kidney Vetch.
Kidney Vetch is a short-lived poor
competitor plant. It grows best in areas
that has patches of bare ground where
the seeds can germinate. Bare ground can
be the result of poaching by animals, by
people walking or through natural erosion
on coastal sites. The area of bare ground
should not be so extensive as to lead to
erosion.

Reintroduction of Small Blue could be considered to address
some local extinctions. However, reintroductions do not provide
a long-term solution. Any reintroductions should be recorded
with the National Biodiversity Data Centre so there is full
understanding of the species status. Long-term conservation of
the Small Blue should aim to maintain current habitats, ensure a
structured sward, increase the availability of Kidney Vetch and
improve connectivity between populations.

Livestock management
Livestock should be managed at a rate
that creates a structured sward with a
high proportion of Kidney Vetch. Varied
vegetation height conditions create heat
traps or ‘microclimates’ that provide
shelter for developing caterpillars. Sheep
grazing is unsuitable. Sheep tend to graze
close to the ground creating vegetation
that is too short and uniform. The best
A varied sward structure is preferred
habitat
conditions are created by grazing
by the Small Blue with Kidney Vetch
©Stephen Bolger
cattle as they are less
selective. They are less
likely to feed on flower heads where caterpillars
are developing. Cattle create bare soil through
poaching which is needed for the growth of Kidney
Vetch.

Scrub management
Scrub encroachment is one of the biggest threats
to Small Blue sites. Small patches of scrub are beneficial as it
provides shelter in harsh weather. However, too much scrub
eliminates Kidney Vetch leading to the loss of the Small Blue
from site. Sea Buckthorn, Bramble, Bracken, Gorse, Willow,
Birch and Hawthorn are known encroaching species on Small
Blue sites.

Climate change
Climate change is a huge threat to the Small Blue. There is a
predicted increase in storm frequency, sea level rise for Ireland,
impacting Small Blue coastal sites. The predicted increase in
temperatures could initially benefit the Small Blue but research
has shown that darkly coloured butterflies can find it difficult
to adapt to warming temperatures. Climate change could also
cause problems with the phenology of Small Blue and Kidney
Vetch, with the emergence of Small Blue moving out of sync with
flowering of Kidney Vetch.

Translocation projects
Translocation projects involve
experienced conservationists moving
a Small Blue population to an area that
has better conditions. Translocation
projects could also involve habitat
A freshly emerged male Small Blue conditions being improved for Small
©Stephen Bolger Blue in an area that it does not currently
occupy and then populations being moved. Areas that could be
particularly beneficial for the Small Blue if properly managed
include disused train lines, quarries and along road verges. Any
such translocations should be documented, and the information
made available to the National Biodiversity Data Centre.

Scrub should only be cut back outside of the bird breeding
season in Ireland which runs from March 1st to August 31st
as specified in the Wildlife (Amendment) Act, 2000. Scrub
management should be done over several cutting seasons if a
large amount of scrub needs to be cleared. All cuttings should
be removed from the site to keep fertility levels low and to allow
wildflowers to flourish.

“Long-term conservation of the Small Blue
should aim to maintain current habitats, ensure
a structured sward, increase the availability of
Kidney Vetch and improve connectivity between
populations.”
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Examples of Small Blue sites
Cahore, Co. Wexford
The coastal dune system at Cahore, Co. Wexford stretches
for several kilometres and supports a population of Small
Blue. With regular counts of over 100 individuals common
in recent years. The topography of the site provides plenty
of areas for Small Blue to shelter. There are bare areas to
allow Kidney Vetch to regenerate. The site is dominated
by Marram grass (Ammophila arenaria) and there is an
abundance plants present, in particular Kidney Vetch and
Birds-foot Trefoil. This site demonstrates that Small Blue
populations can move and grow where large areas of ideal
habitat are present.

The Dune System at Cahore, Co. Wexford
© Stephen Bolger

Skerries, Co. Dublin
A small population of Small Blue is present at a disused
quarry site at Skerries, Co. Dublin. It holds a small population
of the species. It is an inland site that is surrounded by urban
development. As a result, the long-term viability of this
population is not guaranteed due to its isolation.
The varied plant species composition, open aspect and
topography make it ideal for Small Blue. It is characterised
by large south facing banks, abundant Kidney Vetch and
a structured sward. The site is used as a regular walking
spot and this has created bare areas, beneficial for Kidney
Vetch and hence, the Small Blue. However, there is scrub
encroaching on the site. Without the correct management,
this site will become overgrown and the Small Blue colony
could be lost.

South facing bank of Skerries Quarry, Co. Dublin with Kidney Vetch.
Scrub was recorded to be encroaching on the site in 2018.
© Stephen Bolger

Key actions
There are some key actions you should bear in mind if you are managing land for Small Blue:
M More Kidney Vetch means there are more places for females to lay eggs and for caterpillars to develop. Therefore, you
should allow Kidney Vetch to set seed each year.
M Bare soil is needed on sites for Kidney Vetch to germinate. Bare soil can be created through people walking, poaching by
livestock or natural coastal erosion.
M Livestock should be managed at a level that provides a structured sward and a microclimate for Small Blue.
M Connectivity between populations is key for the long-term survival of the Small Blue. This can be ensured through
providing suitable land management.
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Get involved

Help monitoring butterfly populations

As Small Blue occurs in small, isolated populations it is an
unrecorded species. If you live in coastal area and know of
an area with large amounts of Kidney Vetch, why not help
record and monitor the species?

The Irish Butterfly Monitoring Scheme is a national
monitoring scheme where volunteer recorders walk a fixed
transect each week from April 1st to September 30th.
This scheme provides us with detailed data on butterfly
populations and tracks how climate change and land use
change are affecting them.

Submit details of any sightings
If you see Small Blue and are confident of its identification,
please submit details to Ireland’s Citizen Science Portal
https://records.biodiversityireland.ie or using the
Biodiversity Data Capture app.

Biodiversity Data Capture app
is available for download

This information allows us to better understand where Small
Blue are found across Ireland, information which is essential
to have if they are to be conserved.

The Irish Butterfly Monitoring Scheme is a national
monitoring scheme where volunteer recorders walk a fixed
transect each week from April 1st to September 30th.
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About the National Biodiversity Data Centre
The National Biodiversity Data Centre is a national centre that collects and
manages data to document Ireland’s wildlife resource, and to track how it
is changing. Find out what biodiversity has already been recorded in your
local area on Biodiversity Maps https://maps.biodiversityireland.ie/
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