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Butterflies of Harper’s Island Wetlands.
Introduction
Up to the November 2021 18 of the 34 species of butterfly in Ireland have been record at
Harper’s Island Wetlands nature reserve. This is a very good variety for such a small area.
One of the reasons for this is the number of different habitats we have within this small
area.
Adult butterflies are mainly nectar feeding insects and many like to visit particular
flowering plants to lay their eggs because their caterpillars can be fussy eaters, only liking
particular plants. For example, one of our earliest butterflies to emerge and fly is the
Orange-tip and it likes to lay its eggs on Lady’s Smock (Cardamine pratensis), also called
Cuckooflower, or the Peacock butterfly which likes to lay its eggs on the Common Nettle
(Urtica dioica).
Most species we see on the reserve are resident, that is they spend their entire life here
and some will have two generations in the one year. A few species on our list, namely
Painted Lady, Red Admiral and Clouded Yellow are migrants. They usually arrive in spring
and early summer from Southern Europe and even North Africa and then breed here,
producing Irish butterflies in the same year. These rarely survive to the following year.
Identifying the butterflies you see on a visit to Harper’s Island Wetlands can be fun. Some
are easy, such as the Peacock and Red Admiral but others can be tricky such as the white,
brown and blue butterflies but with a bit of perseverance these too can become easy to
identify. For the tricky species look particularly at the upper side of the forewing and the
underside of the hindwing. Draw a rough sketch of what you see, paying particular
attention to the shape and pattern of the wing tips and also any spots on the upper side of
the forewing. The hindwing pattern and colour is distinctive for a number of species.
NOTE: On the identification plates we only show female and male if they look different.
We hope you enjoy looking at the butterflies on the reserve and this little identification
guide will increase your appreciation for these beautiful insects.

Please report any butterfly sightings at the reserve to: info@harpersislandwetlands.ie
(All individual images by Jim Wilson unless otherwise credited. We would like to thank
Clodagh De Bláca Blake, Mark Carmody, Brian Carruthers, Shay Connolly, Michael Keating,
Michael John O’Mahony and Gillian Thomas for generously supplying additional images)

Mainly White Butterflies

Small White Pieris rapae – wingspan 47-57mm, usually seen from
April to end of August.

Large White Pieris brassicae – wingspan 63-76mm, usually seen from
April to beginning of October.

Green-veined White Pieris napi – wingspan 42-52mm, usually seen from
April to beginning of October.

Orange-tip Anthocharis cardamines – wingspan 45-52mm, usually seen from
April to early June.

Mainly Brown Butterflies

Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria – wingspan 47-50mm, usually seen from
April to the end of September.

Meadow Brown Maniola jurtina – wingspan 50-55mm, usually seen from
June to early September.

Ringlet Aphantopus hyperantus – wingspan 48-52mm, usually seen from
mid-June to early September.

Wall Brown Lasiommata megera – from mid-April to mid-June/mid-July
to mid-September. Rarely seen.

Mainly Blue Butterflies

Common Blue Polyommatus icarus – wingspan 30-35mm, usually seen from
May to September.

Holly Blue Celastrina argiolus – wingspan 26-35mm, usually seen from mid-March
until early June and again in August.

Brightly Coloured Butterflies

Small Tortoiseshell Aglais urticae – wingspan 50-55mm, from mid- March to
mid-May/July to the end of September.

Peacock Aglais io – wingspan 62-70mm usually seen from mid-March to end of
May/mid-July to mid-October.

Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta – wingspan 65-70mm, usually seen from July
until late October.

Painted Lady Vanessa cardui – wingspan 65-70mm, usually seen towards the
end of May/August and early September.

Small Copper Lycaena phlaeas – wingspan 26-32mm, usually seen from
mid-April to mid-September.

Comma Polygonia c-album – wingspan 44-48mm, usually seen from
mid-April to mid-September. Rarely seen.

Clouded Yellow Colias croceus – wingspan 45-52mm, a migrant butterfly from
the continent, usually seen from August to beginning of October. Rarely seen.

Day-flying Moths
We also have two day-flying moth species that you might
come across and mistake for butterflies on the reserve.

Silver Y Autographa gamma – length 35-40mm, a migrant moth from Europe
can be seen feeding on nectar from flowers any time from mid-April and
the end of October.

Six-spot Burnet Zygaena filipendulae – length 30-40mm, a beautiful moth that
can be seen on flowers and grasses in the meadow area of the reserve from
the beginning of June to the end of September.

