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Chairman’s Corner 

I was looking back through last year’s notebooks the other day and I saw a total of 316 

moths caught at MV light at Woods Mill on the 16th March 2012. It’s the 12th April now 

and I STILL haven’t run a trap this year. Even otherwise my moth recording has been poor. I 

found a Common Quaker on the wing at West Dean Woods SWT Reserve and an Engrailed 

on the reserve notice board. I saw an Orange Underwing in flight on the 27th March at Old 

Lodge SWT Reserve on Ashdown Forest and the larvae of a Square-spot Rustic and a Drinker 

at Filsham on the 21st March. Not exactly ‘mothing gold’! Talk about NOT going out with a 

bang. Last summer was a summer to put you off mothing for life and this spring hasn’t been 

any more inspiring. Maybe we will get a really good summer this year though. 

 

Lots of great things have happened to the group over the last three years, none of which I 

take credit for at all. The moth group has a fantastic committee steering it in the right direc-

tion and the greatest contributions to the group in my time as chair have come from Penny 

and Bob. Penny’s continuing enthusiasm for recording, field-events and the newsletter con-

tinue to give Sussex Moth Group an identity that is recognised at the national level. Bob’s 

website has really brought us up to date and puts us up there as one of the best county 

moth groups! It’s a great resource that we can all now use and will be a lasting legacy for 

the group. 

 

The continuing support from the near 100 or so members is also invaluable. It’s been great 

to see the number of people attending the meetings increase so much over my time. Gone 

are the days when we all used to sit around the table! Now the meeting room feels more 

like a small cinema but I imagine if attendance gets any higher, we’ll be relocating some-

where else soon! 

 

So, thanks for having me for the past three years and I look forward to sitting at the back of 

the room with my feet up during the next meeting! I didn’t really know what else to say so I 

thought I would leave you with a load of photographs I took of moths in Sussex over the last 

three years. Pictures say a thousand words! 

 

Which leaves me with one more thing to say, good luck to the new chairman! 

Bye for now, Graeme 
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Sussex Mothing Memories 

by Roy Leverton 

My interest in moths began at a very early age, despite the paucity of species around my 

childhood home in Lancashire. I felt short-changed. Too many of the spectacular moths de-

scribed as common in the books were southerners! They were unlikely to be found in 

northern England, especially in the smoke-polluted industrial city where we lived. All I 

could do was admire their portraits in my much-thumbed volumes of South’s Moths of the 

British Isles, and dream that one day I would see them for myself. Thus when the time 

came to apply for university, Sussex was top of my list because of its butterflies and moths, 

not for its academic courses. Fortunately the interview panel agreed this was a valid con-

sideration. 

 

I arrived in Sussex in September 1964, still in time to add Comma and Clouded Yellow to 

my life list. New moths quickly followed: Pearly Underwing beneath the street lights on the 

Brighton seafront, a Sprawler found by torch in Stanmer Park, a Figure of Eight on a shop 

window at night in Burgess Hill while we freshers were pushing a bed from London to 

Brighton... (Don’t ask - this was the 1960s, after all.) 

 

Over the next few years I saw nearly all of my long-coveted species. The subway between 

Falmer Station and the university was brightly lit by mercury wall lights at that time, acting 

like a big moth trap. It was the source of many exciting finds, especially first thing in the 

morning before the birds had picked off those near the entrances. Purple Thorn and Dusky 

Thorn, Chamomile Shark and Alder Moth – the new ticks kept on coming. One April morn-

ing I peered more closely at the fag-end of a discarded spliff and realised it was a Red 

Sword-grass! A bit tatty, but a memorable find and so nearly overlooked. Alas, the subway 

lights were later vandalised and their dimmer replacements proved nothing like as attrac-

tive to moths. However, it was the Downs that provided the best mothing. Castle Hill near 

Woodingdean (before and after it became a NNR) and Ashcombe Bottom near Lewes were 

my main haunts, and all the downland in-between, though I ranged as far as Plumpton 

Plain, Malling Down and Mount Caburn.  

 

After finishing university I was in no haste to leave such a wonderful area. A night shift fac-

tory job easily paid for a cheap bedsit and left plenty to spare for my hobbies. Making pre-

cision-turned metal parts was actually rather satisfying after years spent recycling preten-

tious guff. My mothing activities flourished as I got to know my patch better. I did not own 

a moth trap – without a garden to use it or a car to transport it there was no point. Instead, 

I used more traditional methods. By day I tapped moths out of bushes or found them at 

rest. Dusking with a torch and net worked particularly well for geometrids. Natural attrac-

tions like sallow, campion, bramble blossom, rosebay willowherb, ragwort, overripe black-
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berries and ivy bloom kept me busy from early spring to late autumn, often providing great 

abundance and variety, though doubtless I’ve forgotten the less successful sessions. Does 

anyone still use such methods today? If not, might this be why so many downland moths 

have apparently declined? Not every species comes readily to light, and the sites I worked 

had no easy access for a heavy trap and generator.  

 

However, it does seem that moth numbers were particularly high during the period 1968 to 

1973. Species I had previously considered scarce, like Garden Dart, now abounded on the 

ragwort or knapweed heads after dark. More and more fine specimens made their way to 

my setting boards and into my collection (as was the custom in those days). Eventually I be-

came sated by the sheer numbers, and began to question what I was doing and why. Yes, 

collections are essential for proper scientific study, but did I personally need to make one? 

My interest was more in living moths than in dead ones. Also, an exciting new hobby was 

competing for my time – bird-ringing. The downland sites were excellent for birds too, par-

ticularly breeding warblers and Ring Ouzels on passage. 

 

Having stopped actively hunting for moths, it was remarkable how few I encountered by 

chance over the next few years. Moths are like that, very unobtrusive, not wanting to be 

seen. It was only when I met my future wife, a keen nature photographer, that my dormant 

interest in moths was reawakened. I began collecting them again, but as images not as 

specimens. Now there was no need to kill them for a permanent record. Going back to my 

old haunts with torch and net in 1986, I was surprised how the moth fauna had changed in 

the intervening few years. There were more gains than losses: Heart and Club, Dotted Rustic 

and Black Rustic were among those new to me, while vegetation succession had brought 

woodland species like Pale Pinion, Slender Brindle and Scarce Silver-lines to Ashcombe Bot-

tom. On the debit side, I failed to re-find Light Feathered Rustic on the slopes of Castle Hill, 

and Garden Dart had returned to its former scarcity. 

 

Looking back on my years in Sussex, this was a wonderful time to be exploring the Downs. 

The habitat was in transition. Changing farming practices meant that the traditional sheep-

walk system was coming to an end, while myxomatosis had reduced the level of rabbit graz-

ing. No longer was the downland turf cropped as short as a bowling green, with scarcely a 

tree or bush in sight. The sward still consisted of fine-leaved grasses, but now the herbs, 

vetches and orchids were able to flower. In places, pioneer scrub and gorse began to take a 

hold. The mosaic of different habitats was superb, producing a great diversity and abun-

dance of species. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Ashcombe Bottom was particularly rich. 

It combined large areas of short open turf that supported Adders, Adonis Blue, Glow-worm 

and Bee Orchid with ancient game coverts and abandoned hazel coppice that held eight 

pairs of Nightingales, Dormouse, White Admiral and Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary, plus all 

Continued…. 
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the Clematis and buckthorn geometrids. The variety was wonderful, but it could not last. If 

only we could wave a magic wand to halt habitat succession! Instead, the fine herbs and 

grasses were shaded out as hawthorn and Jay-sown oak invaded the open hillsides. Turf 

that had taken centuries to form was lost within a decade. Paths where I could ride my 

horse became unusable even on foot within a few years. At Castle Hill, where the downland 

was subtly different, tor-grass, gorse and bramble spread remorselessly. Two sections of my 

butterfly transect, set up in 1978, were all but un-walkable when we moved to Banffshire at 

the end of 1989. The South Downs are still nice, but perhaps I enjoyed them at their best.  

 

 

Chalk Carpet 

Reddish Light Arches 

Rosy Marbled 

Bordered Sallow 

Continued…. 
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A frantic knocking closely followed by someone urgently calling, “Heather, are you there?” 

stopped me in my tracks. I rushed to open our front door. There was my neighbour in the 

porch gripping a large container at arm’s length. “I’ve just found some scary creatures in my 

garden. I know you like wild things. I thought you might know what to do with them!” she 

gasped. 

 

I cautiously lifted up one corner of the lid and peered into a mass of fuscia foliage. “Can you 

describe what I’m looking for?” I asked her. 

 

Panic was still evident in her voice. “Well I was clearing up in the corner of the garden under 

a fuscia bush when some great big long, brown things sitting on the branches suddenly 

reared up and stared at me with huge round eyes. I thought they were going to jump off and 

attack! I grabbed a tub from the shed, snipped through the bottom of the stems and 

dropped them in.” She shuddered. “Ugh! They’re really horrible.” 

 

I carefully delved amongst the leaves to expose an Elephant Hawkmoth larva determinedly 

munching away. There appeared to be at least four others all between 2 – 3 inches long. 

Quelling the urge to laugh because Linda really had been terrified, I explained what they 

were and reassured her that they posed no threat to either of us. “Elephant what?” she que-

ried. “Are you sure?” 

 

I fetched my copy of Chris Manley’s book which helpfully has a section at the back contain-

ing photographs of caterpillars, eggs and pupae. I also found a picture of the adult moth to 

show her. “Ooh! Fancy that! But if it’s OK with you can I leave them here? You can help 

yourself to bits off my fuscia if you need any more food for them.” 

 

Well they ate at an alarming rate and not wanting to totally strip Linda’s small shrub since 

we had discovered three more larvae in residence, we asked another neighbour who also 

grew the plants if we could re-home the creatures in her back garden. Elephant Hawkmoth 

larvae obviously don’t possess any appealing qualities because instead we were offered the 

extended loan of a potted bush. Rodney staggered back down the street clutching an an-

tique metal bowl to his chest, peeping through pink flowers dangling from leafy branches he 

navigated his way to our patio. We transferred the caterpillars then threw over a protective 

net. 

 

When I checked to see if all was well a couple of hours later it wasn’t – the larvae were not 

eating and were in the process of climbing up onto the netting as if trying to leave their new 

I’m a celebrity: Let me munch! 

by Heather Martin 
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food supply.  I inspected the borrowed shrub carefully and was horrified to see a small blue 

slug pellet wedged in the fork of a lower branch; others were discovered concealed be-

neath fallen leaves on the surface of the soil layer. Perhaps the plant had also been 

sprayed with an insecticide? 

 

The phone rang indoors. Linda’s excited voice shrieked down the line, “My caterpillars, 

they’ve just been on the local news!  Well somebody else’s just like them. It’s because they 

were so huge and strange looking and it’s late October so they aren’t usually about now. 

I’ve called all my family and friends to tell them to watch later in case they’re on again.” I 

latched on to the word ‘MY’, crossed my fingers and explained the problem we had. Could 

they possibly be returned to their natural home? 

 

They had gained celebrity status. Back they went!! 

 

Now my neighbour has lived in a rural location all her life; her brother farmed in the area. 

She is well aware that caterpillars transform themselves into butterflies and butterflies re-

quire flowers in the garden to feed on but strangely enough was unsure how moths de-

velop. Caterpillars are little green wriggly things aren’t they, not big, scary monsters?  

Moths either eat holes in clothes or flap around the lights if a door is left open in the eve-

ning don’t they?  

 

It appears that culturally moths have been assigned mainly negative characteristics, 

whereas butterflies have benefited from positive associations. Representations of the lat-

ter both real and imagined, have adorned china, trinkets, textiles and jewellery for centu-

ries. Little girls draw endless pictures of themselves skipping in a sunny garden surrounded 

by flowers and butterflies. The Very Hungry Caterpillar in Eric Carle’s famous picture book 

has become a beautiful butterfly by the closing pages. In an illustrated ABC it is common to 

find ‘b for butterfly’ but is it ever ‘m for moth’? Garden centres stage enticing displays to 

encourage customers to purchase plants to attract butterflies – I’m not aware of the 

equivalent to tempt me to grow a moth garden,  although recently more effort seems to 

have been made to advertise nectar- rich plants for a range of pollinators. 

 

Moths need some positive promotion and not just by showing ‘the public’ pictures of pret-

tier varieties to convince everyone some species can masquerade as butterflies. As the en-

counter my neighbour had with rather individual looking larvae proved, the whole life cycle 

could do with a comprehensive awareness campaign. Perhaps Mr Carle could be commis-

sioned to write a story entitled ‘The Very Scary Caterpillar’! There must be numerous ways 

to attempt to convey the importance and nurture an appreciation of our native moth spe-

cies from egg to adult. I understand gardeners taking measures to protect food crops but 

when it comes to blooms or shrubs in a public park, how about small plaques placed where 

Continued…. 
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necessary with photographs and a brief 

explanation?  

 

 

One person’s reaction to a mention in a 

local TV news item illustrates that long-

held prejudices and misconceptions can 

be altered – it’s high time both day and 

night-flying moths, are given a much 

bigger share of the limelight. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Continued…. 

Thank you to Colin Pratt 

who sent this postcard in. 
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Mothy Memo-board 

Martin Ellis trapped this 

Spruce Carpet in his Pul-

borough light trap on 2nd 

January. It is thought to be 

a late third brooder. 

Derek Lee caught this Oak 

Rustic in his Bracklesham 

moth trap in November. 

This is the first time he has 

caught the typical form in 

his  garden. 

A Bloxwoth Snout was 

spotted by Steven Teale 

resting outside his back 

door in Newhaven on 17th 

November 2012. 

A paler than usual        

specimen. 
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This was sent in by David Burrows and is taken from part of a column called ‘Spectator’ by 

Leslie Geddes-Brown in December’s ‘Country Life’:  

 

“They always recognise us in our local Chinese restaurant. “Hello, how are you?” they ask, 

smiling (or possibly smirking). This is not because we’re regulars, but because a few years 

ago my husband, Hew, caused a great and obviously memorable kerfuffle one night. We 

were quietly eating our Peking duck when another diner began to wave his arms about and 

shout. Not the sort of thing you expect in Islington. A waiter came out of the kitchen with a 

rolled up newspaper brandished in his hand. There was something amiss. 

 

Then my husband saw that the drama was being caused by a large moth. Diner and waiter 

were intent on killing it with napkins and newspaper. Hew, among other fine characteristics, 

loves insects (except cockroaches) and when he saw that the insect involved was a red un-

derwing (Catocala nupta, a marvellous large moth with a wingspan of 3inches) he too, saw 

red. The last time he had seen one, decades before, was on the outside of his prep-school 

window when he was being bathed by matron. Say no more. 

 

He couldn’t let such slaughter happen and sprang to the moth’s defence, causing mayhem 

in the dining room as scattered Chow Mein and sweet & sour in an attempt to catch it alive. 

Finally he trapped it in his cupped hands, evading the staff and customers, and raced to the 

front door, where he liberated it into London’s night sky. The whole restaurant applauded.” 

 

The article then goes on for several hundred more words covering other mothing memories 

and dwelling on their fascinating common names and ending:- 

 

“…the hoary footman, the great brocade, Barrett’s marbled coronet and the scarce dagger 

could have come out of a Georgette Heyer romance. Or, less aristocratic, there are the 

northern drab ( a bit Andy Capp), the obscure wainscot, the anomalous and the uncertain 

moth. The cosmopolitan (visions of Noel Coward cigarette holders and languid limbs) was, 

according to my moth book, seen in 1908 ‘flying wildly over rough herbage at dusk’ in Ire-

land. Just as the large red underwing was seen flying freely over Islington in 2008”. 

 

David then adds “In August 1997 my wife and I were by the gates of Kensington Palace 

among the throngs drawn to the astonishing floral tributes marking the death of Princess 

Diana (both of us having floral trade connections). We had moved ‘round the back’ for a bit 

of space when a red underwing spiralled to the gravel in front of us after becoming disorien-

tated by the battery of dazzling security lights – proving that C. nupta is indeed a London 

Moth. 

Of Moths and Men 
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As autumn turns to winter some might think that the mothing season is over, but 

think again as there’s a rare beauty to be found in some of the wooded north slopes 

of the Downs. The only problem is that when we go a knockin’ he’s not always at 

home…. 

The Plumed Prominent moth had evaded capture for 14 years in Sussex. While the 

habitat that it requires hasn’t apparently changed in that time, we were starting to 

get worried that we hadn’t encountered it. Well known for its disappearing acts, this 

species skulks around Field Maples (on which its larvae feed) on the chalk downs in 

the south of England, and in Sussex it is only found on the scarp slope woodlands of 

West Sussex. So we knew where to concentrate our efforts; all we needed was a bit 

of patience and some warm clothes. 

In 2011 a small group of us tried several times at two of the most likely locations but 

all we got were Bricks and Red-green Carpets. Luckily if Plumed Prominents haven’t 

turned up by 9:00pm you know you can head home. The male Plumed Prominent 

flies early on in the evening and then the female comes out much later on in the 

evening, but we figured if the males weren’t on the wing it was unlikely that the fe-

males would be. Despite carrying traps and generators up and down steep hills and 

dogged perseverance we didn’t manage to catch up with this species in 2011. 

Deterred? Oh no, this just makes it more of a challenge; it’s all part of the chase. So 

on 8
th

 November myself, Dave, Alice Parfitt and Tony Davis headed to the hills once 

more to look for the Plumed Prominent. We set the traps up in the usual places, and 

after 20 minutes we decided to go to the bottom of the hill and check the trap 

there. We bumbled around there as there was a distinct lack of moths and we 

started looking at snails, harvestmen and plants - we are easily distracted. We then 

walked back up the hill to check the other traps and, as we neared the first trap we 

didn’t feel very hopeful, it was just part of our regular routine. Hang on….what’s this 

How I learned to stop worrying 

and love the Prom 

by Penny Green 
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by the trap? Yes! Our first ever Plumed Prominent,  

and what a looker; adorned by a furry cape and huge feathery antennae, he was eve-

rything we had hoped for. There were another three males in and around our traps 

so we were cock-a-hoop! 

As we’ve just mentioned, these are the first Plumed Prominents encountered in Sus-

sex for 14 years and it has been great to confirm its continued residency in the 

county. This success highlights the importance of persistent and targeted survey work 

for species that haven’t been recorded for some time. Some species are scarce and 

some species are under-recorded, as to see them one has to go out at unsociable 

hours and stand around in inclement weather. The Plumed Prominent is a rare, un-

der-recorded and enigmatic species; a 

Continued…. 

Pictures by Dave Green 



2013 Events 

Rother Guardians (Butterfly Conservation) 

Brede High Woods 

Meet in the old car park TQ804206 

Friday May 10th 8:00 pm 

Friday June 14th 8:45 pm 

Friday July 12th 8:45 pm 

Friday August 9th 8:00 pm 

Friday September 13th 7:45 pm. 

Leader: Heather Martin  heather914@btinternet.com 

 

 

Moth surveys on Chailey Commons 

Chailey Commons Society with be surveying Memorial Common this year which is the 

area south of the A272. Grazing was re-introduced last year to manage the heathland so 

it will interesting to see what species are present and compare this to the next survey of 

this area due to take place in five years time.  www.chaileycommons.org.uk  

We will be running the moth trap on suitable nights - if you would like to come along to 

help with identification and recording or to run your own trap please email me and I will 

let you know when it will be happening.   Many thanks,  Karen Pritty  

email:  k.pritty@btinternet.com 

 

 

Moths of the Mens SWT Reserve 

We will be doing two trapping sessions at this non-intervention ancient woodland re-

serve which is just near Wisborough Green. If you would like to join us then we will be 

trapping on the following dates: 

XX July  

XX August 

Please meet at us TQXXXXXX at X.XXpm. Please contact Dave and Pen Green if you 

would like to come: penny@daveandpen.co.uk or 07960 388096 (if the weather is look-

ing bad then please call us beforehand to confirm that it’s still going ahead!) 

 

1515  
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April 20th Saturday at Hastings Country Park Nature Reserve  Contact: Andy Phillips threecubes@gmail.com 

Meet at 7:30pm Hastings Country Park NR (Horseshoe Carpark, just before visitor Centre [TQ 859 117]) 

 

May 4th Saturday at Shornden Meadow (Alexandra Park)  Contact: Crystal Ray mehere002@gmail.com 

Meet at 7:30pm at Shornden Reservoir [TQ 8019 1046] 

 

May 11th Saturday Powdermill Lane, Wyland International Anglers  Contact: Crystal 

Ray mehere002@gmail.com   Meet at 8:00pm at Wyland Parking area. [TQ 732 141] 

 

May 25th Saturday at Wainwright Close Meadow   Contact: Crystal Ray mehere002@gmail.com 

Meet at 8:00pm at Wainwright Close. [TQ 778 114] 

 

June 8th Saturday at Marline Valley Nature Reserve   Contact: Andy Phillips threecubes@gmail.com 

Meet at 8:30pm at Ingleside car park [TQ 7838 1119] 

 

June 29th Saturday at Brede High Wood  Contact: Andy Phillips threecubes@gmail.com 

Meet at 9:00pm at Brede High Wood car park (first one coming from Broad Oaks)[TQ 8042 2061] 

 

July 6th Saturday at Fairlight, near Knowle Wood area.  Contact: Andy Phillips threecubes@gmail.com 

Meet at 8:45pm at Meadow Way [TQ 872 118]  Semi Public Event Fairlight Youth Club. 

 

July 19th Friday at Reedswood Road (Filsham Reedbed area) Contact: Crystal Ray mehere002@gmail.com 

Meet at 8:30pm at Reedswood Road entrance [TQ 7807 0963] 

Moth display and talks July 20 Saturday 12:00 noon to 3:00pm at Bulverhythe playing fields Pavilion,  

Freshfields Road, off of the Pebsham Tip Road. Public Event. 

 

August 3rd Saturday at Pevensey Marsh Levels (pending confirmation/permissions) 

Location to meet and park to be announced. Contact: Andy Phillips threecubes@gmail.com 

 

August 10th National Moth Night   Contact: Andy Phillips threecubes@gmail.com 

South Saxon Wetlands Meet at 8:00pm entrance off Filsham Road [TQ 783 088]. Public Event. 

 

August 31st Saturday at Hastings Country Park Nature Reserve                                                                             

Contact: Andy Phillips threecubes@gmail.com   Meet at 7:30pm at Helipad Car Park. [TQ 847 117] 

 

September 14th Saturday at Summerfield Wood  Contact: Andy Phillips threecubes@gmail.com 

Meet at 6:45pm at Courthouse Parking area [TQ 807 097] 

 

October 5th Saturday at Warren Cottage, Hastings Country Park Nature Reserve 

Dependent on Migrant activity, may exchange venue. Meet at 6:00pm at Helipad Car Park. [TQ 847 117] 

Contact: Andy Phillips threecubes@gmail.com 

 

November 8th Friday at Comet Pub 

Meet at 7:30 for Recap or schedule a moth site if weather permits.  

Hastings Branch Events 
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Following my email/letter out to the Sussex Moth Group membership I’m pleased to say 

that we have digitised all moth data that has come in to us for 2011 and 2012. This data in 

turn has been sent off to the NBN Gateway and will soon be live on their website. The 

NBN Gateway is a web-based tool developed to help any organisation share the wildlife 

resources they hold with others. It provides a single point of access over the internet to 

wildlife information held by a wide range of organisations and groups. Overall we sent off 

roughly 70,000 macro moths and 15,000 micro moths, so we fulfilled the 80,000 target 

and some! It was a huge job getting all of these records formatted and imported in to the 

database at the Sussex Biodiversity Record Centre (SxBRC); DEFRA kindly funded us to the 

tune of £1,500 and the SxBRC also put £1,500 in the pot to pay a contractor to do this job. 

Once we had entered all of the data we sent it to Colin Pratt and Tony Davis for verifica-

tion; my great appreciation goes to them for turning the data around so quickly. 

It has certainly highlighted a need for a centralised system that we can each enter our 

moth records on to, as this level of work in the SxBRC is unsustainable in the medium/long 

term without increased funding. We will be investigating the best way to facilitate the 

easy transfer of records in to our system. We are considering various options including 

MapMate, which is a database which was originally designed for moth recorders and used 

widely across the UK, and iRecord which is a new online recording database—both these 

options allow recorders to digitise their records in a SxBRC-friendly format. The most im-

portant thing for us is to make sure that you, the moth recorders, are happy with the op-

tions available to you and to provide training where possible. Having the data submitted 

in these ways will make it easier for recorders to submit their records and for us to make 

them available to the National Moth Recording Scheme as an end result. 

  

  All meetings held at 7.30pm - Woods Mill, Henfield, West Sussex, BN5 9SD 

   Wednesday 13th February 

   Thursday 18th April AGM 

   Monday 22nd July 

   Tuesday 12th November 

Moth group meetings 2013 

2011/2012 Moth Data digitising project      
by Penny Green 



Moths Suffer 40-year Crash 

(taken from BC website) 

The abundance of the UK’s larger moths has 

crashed during the past 40 years with three species 

becoming extinct in the last decade, a major scien-

tific report reveals.  

The State of Britain’s Larger Moths 2013 found that 

the Orange Upperwing, Bordered Gothic and Brigh-

ton Wainscot had all become extinct in the last 10 

years; these follow the extinctions of an additional 

62 species during the 20
th

 Century. 

The report by Butterfly Conservation and Rotham-

sted Research revealed that two-thirds of common 

and widespread larger species (macro-moths) de-

clined in the last 40 years. The losses in abundance 

were much greater in the southern half of Britain 

than the north. 

 

 

Some once common garden species such as the V-moth, Garden Tiger and the Spinach 

have decreased by more than 90% from 1968-2007 and now face the real threat of ex-

tinction in the future. 

Ongoing habitat loss and the deteriorating condition of the countryside are believed to 

be the major factors behind these declines. 

The report is based on continuous records running from 1968 to 2007 on common and 

widespread species. These records represent the longest running research  into national 

population trends of insect species known anywhere in the world. 

Some two-thirds of the species recorded declined over the 40-year study, 37% of spe-

cies decreased by at least 50%. In the southern half of Britain, larger moth populations 

decreased by an average of 43% in comparison to an average 11% decline in northern 

Britain. 

Total abundance of moths decreased by 40% in southern Britain but showed no overall 

change in the north, where declines of some moth species were balanced out by other 

moths faring well. 
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The reason for the disparity between the two regions is likely to be due to higher levels 

of habitat loss in the south and the beneficial effect of climate warming on some moths 

in the north. 

Moths are key indicator species for assessing the health of the environment. These find-

ings point strongly to a wider insect biodiversity crisis and mirror declines of butterflies 

and bees and carabid beetles. 

The declines could have a knock-on effect for plant pollination and animals reliant on 

moths for food, such as garden and woodland birds, bats and small mammals. 

While moth populations have declined substantially in the last few decades, the period 

has also seen an unprecedented influx of new moth species to Britain. 

More than 100 species have been recorded for the first time in Britain this century and 

27 species have colonised Britain from the year 2000 onwards. Climate change is seen 

as a major driver for these new colonisers as conditions become more suitable for conti-

nental species. 

Butterfly Conservation Surveys Manager and lead author of the new report, Richard Fox 

said: “This report paints a bleak picture about Britain’s biodiversity. Much has been 

made of the decline of butterflies and honey bees but moths represent the massive, but 

largely un-noticed diversity of insects that form the vast majority of animal life in Brit-

ain.  

“The severe declines of once common garden moths and overall decrease in moth 

abundance that we found are a damning indictment of how recent human activity has 

devastated our native wildlife.” 

Chris Packham, Butterfly Conservation Vice-president said: “Larger moths are key indi-

cator species that let us know how our environment is faring in a period of unprece-

dented environmental change. 

“As well as being important pollinators, moths are an absolutely vital cog in the food 

chain for other species such as birds and bats. The dramatic and ongoing loss of moth 

abundance highlighted in this report signals a potentially catastrophic loss of biodiver-

sity in the British countryside.” 

David Brooks, an ecologist at Rothamsted Research who analysed the data, said: “This 

study highlights the value of long-term investment in monitoring of species populations, 

for discovering fundamental changes taking place in the ecology of the British land-

scape. The study would also not have been possible without the help of numerous vol-

unteers and amateur naturalists, who increasingly make invaluable contributions to 

ecological research.” 
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Top Five Losers and Winners in terms of abundance: 

Losers: 

1. V-moth Macaria wauaria    99% decrease 

2. Garden Dart Euxoa nigricans   98% decrease 

3. Double Dart Graphiphora augur   98% decrease 

4. Dusky Thorn Ennomos fuscantaria   98% decrease 

5. Hedge Rustic Tholera cespitis    97% decrease  

Winners: 

1. Least Carpet Idaea rusticata   74,684% increase 

2. Blair’s Shoulder-knot Lithophane leautieri 7,878% increase 

3. Treble Brown Spot Idaea trigeminata  4,312% increase 

4. Buff Footman Eilema depressa   3,884% increase 

5. Scarce Footman Eilema complana  3,590% increase 

 

You can download the report from the BC website: 

http://butterfly-conservation.org/files/state-of-britains-larger-moths-2013-report.pdf  
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The Western Conifer Seedbug                         
by Colin Pratt 

The Western Conifer Seed Bug Leptoglossus occidentalis, 

which has been appearing in coastal moth traps over the 

past few years in Sussex, is now getting a bad press. Accord-

ing to the International Nut & Dried Fruit Council the bug 

has been feeding on the pine cones used to make pesto, 

“with devastating consequences” - production has suddenly 

fallen by almost two thirds in Europe.  

 

 

 



Chairman Graeme Lyons Graemelyons@sussexwt.org.uk 01273 497506 

Secretary Wendy Alexander wkalexander@btinternet.com 01424 212894 

Recorder Colin Pratt colin.pratt@talk21.com 01273 586780 

Webmaster Bob Foreman bob@littlesnails.com 01444 483745 

Treasurer Alice Parfitt aliceparfitt@sussexwt.org.uk 01903 740212 

Newsletter Editor Penny Green pennygreen@sussexwt.org.uk 01273 497521 

Subs are due! 

Sussex Moth Group Committee 

Subs for 2013 are now due. If you haven’t already handed or sent them to Alice, 

please put them in the post today! 

 

Alice Parfitt, 1 Sunnyside Cottages, North Street, Storrington, West Sussex, RH20 5QP.  

 

Still a bargain at just £5.00, please make cheques payable to “Sussex Moth Group”. 
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Thanks to John Maskell for sending  in 

this album cover artwork for Anna 

Clyne’s “Blue Moth” CD. 

 

 


