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Brown Hairstreak
Thecla betula
Conservation status
Section 41 & 42 (NERC Act, 2006).
The Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981)
specifies that a licence is needed for trading in this species.
Priority Species in UK Biodiversity Action Plan.
2005-9
1 sighting
•
• 2-9 max seen
10-29 records
(601 squares)
1995-9
+ 1970-82

•

The Brown Hairstreak is an elusive butterfly, which spends much
of its life high in tree canopies or hidden amongst hedgerows. It is
worth looking up at prominent Ash trees along wood edges to see
if small clusters of adults may be found flitting around a ‘master’
tree where they congregate to mate and feed on aphid honeydew,
alternatively, adults sometimes feed lower down on flowers such
as Hemp-agrimony, Common Fleabane and Bramble. The butterfly
is most often seen with its wings closed, revealing the golden
brown underwings crossed by two thin white lines, and distinctive
orange tails. The females are most frequently seen as they
disperse widely along hedgerows where they lay eggs on young
Blackthorn. The butterfly is locally distributed in southern Britain
and has undergone substantial decline due to hedgerow removal
Foodplants
and annual flailing which removes eggs.
Life cycle
The butterfly is single brooded and on the wing from late July to early September
(early October in some seasons). The butterfly usually congregates on assembly
trees occurring widely across the colony although the same trees tend to be used
year after year. Ash is usually a favourite, as it supports abundant aphids that produce
honeydew on which the butterflies feed. Females lay white pinhead sized eggs, usually
singly on young Blackthorn. Most eggs are laid less than 1.5m above ground level in
sheltered areas. Eggs usually hatch during bud-burst in the spring, where larvae initially
feed on unfurling buds, before moving onto the tender leaf tips where the pale green
caterpillars feed. In late June or early July the larvae drop to the ground and pupate
in cracks, among leaves or in grass tussocks.

Colony structure
Brown Hairstreak colonies are usually quite small, with rarely more than 300 adults,
typically breeding at low densities over wide areas. There is little information on their
mobility but females appear to disperse over many kilometres, while males are more
sedentary. Despite this female dispersal, colonies are usually focussed in the same
areas year after year.
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The butterfly breeds on young growth
of Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) and
occasionally other Prunus species such
as Bullace (P. domestica).

Habitat
Hedges, scrub and wood edges are
used where Blackthorn is abundant. The
butterfly typically breeds over wide areas
of countryside with extensive networks of
hedges and woodland, often on low-lying
land with heavy clay soils. Adult butterflies
congregate on ‘master’ or ‘assembly’ trees,
usually prominent Ashes (Fraxinus excelsior)
or Oaks (Quercus spp.) close to the wood
edge or in nearby hedgerows.

Habitat management for the Brown Hairstreak
Blackthorn Hedges
Brown Hairstreak eggs and caterpillars occur
on young Blackthorn twigs for much of the
year and thus most hedge trimming will kill or
adversely affect them. Annual trimming can
eradicate populations altogether but this can
be avoided and populations enhanced by
appropriate cutting regimes. Trim hedgerows
every 3 to 5 years, cutting no more than a
third each year ensuring the hedges cut in any
one year are in different areas. Rotations over
7 years, including hedge laying or coppicing
are also suitable, producing young growth
highly attractive to egg-laying females.
Cutting of hedgerows should be undertaken
in early August or late winter (January and
February). Early August is advantageous on
known breeding hedgerows as neither eggs
nor larvae are likely to be present. Late winter
cutting will be the least damaging to other
wildlife. Hedges should be left uncut every
other year as a minimum. Chemical spraying
up to field edges should be avoided; this can
damage hedgerows, eggs and caterpillars.
Opportunities to restore and create
hedgerows using Blackthorn should be
identified – especially where existing hedges
and woodland edges can be connected.
Brown Hairstreak particularly favour east-west
edges, with a sheltered south-facing side.
Breeding areas can also be enhanced by
allowing sucker growth of Blackthorn from
the base of hedges or scrub, but this will
need to be cut back periodically. Young
coppice and sucker growth should be fenced
early to avoid stock or deer browsing.

Woodland edges, rides and scrub
Patches of broadleaved woods are essential
to most Brown Hairstreak colonies and can
be managed for their benefit. Woodland
management for Brown Hairstreak should aim
at maintaining all farm woods and broadleaved
wood edges, where possible allowing Blackthorn
to sucker out. Identify and retain the ‘master’
trees, note that these are not always a large,
single tree, but sometimes a group of
medium-large trees.
Coppicing or tree-felling should be in rotation
leaving some belts of woodland intact.
Woodland edges and rides should be managed
in rotation, as for hedges, and Blackthorn
should be cut on a rotation of 3 to 5 years.
Woodland edges and wide, sunny rides can
form important areas for egg-laying. Enlarging,
widening and creating new east-west rides
within woods can be valuable especially when
linking existing breeding areas. The width of rides
should be >1.5 times the height of nearby trees
with irregular or scalloped edges for shelter.
New areas of Blackthorn can also be created
along sunny sheltered edges in new woods
or rides. Patches of scrub can also provide
important breeding habitats and should be
managed to create a mosaic of scrub and
grassland, with sucker growth along
southern edges.

above A well managed hedgerow for the butterfly

How to survey/monitor
Brown Hairstreak surveys usually involve
systematic winter searches for eggs when the
Blackthorn leaves have dropped, as the adults
are elusive and usually hard to spot. Counts
should either be made along defined lengths
of hedgerow, or by timing the counts to
produce a figure for the number of eggs seen
per 100m of search or per hour. Data should
be submitted to the UK Butterfly Monitoring
Scheme via www.ukbms.org.

top Suitable habitat can be found on field
margins and woodland edges

above Brown Hairstreak egg on Blackthorn
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