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Executive Summary 

1. The ABLE EU Pilot Project was initiated in 2018 to collate butterfly monitoring data across 

Europe, to facilitate the start of new schemes in the EU, and to develop indicators to help policy 

evaluation. This report summarises the work on developing the monitoring network (Task 2). 

2. There are some 451 butterfly species occurring in the Member States of the EU(27), breeding in 

a wide range of habitats. Butterflies react quickly to change and are considered to be good 

biological indicators, especially other insects and pollinators. Monitoring butterflies can help 

shed light on changes in these important groups. 

3. Standard methods of monitoring butterflies are well established, based on fixed routes 

(transects), which allow citizen scientists to estimate the relative abundance of butterflies. 

4. Prior to ABLE, several countries contributed butterfly monitoring data to the European Butterfly 

Monitoring Scheme (eBMS), but they were concentrated in central and western Europe. Large 

parts of southern and eastern Europe had no regular scheme. Three groups were prioritised for 

action: six to eight EU countries which had a good probability of establishing a scheme; recently 

started schemes that required further support; and countries where longer term activities were 

needed to develop monitoring. 

5. As a result of the two-year project, ten EU(27) countries have started new citizen Science 

Butterfly Monitoring Schemes - Italy, Portugal, Hungary, Austria, Cyprus in 2019 and Poland, 

Bulgaria, Malta, Czech and Croatia in 2020; seven of these have joined the eBMS data network. 

Further details are in Annex 2. 

6. A suite of support materials has been produced, including a Butterfly Transect Manual, which 

has been translated into six languages and a series of regional butterfly identification guides. 

Videos have been made explaining how to count butterflies on a transect and PowerPoint 

presentations have been made available in several languages. 

7. More than 20 workshops and training seminars were held in nine different countries involving 

more than 600 people. During the Covid pandemic, these were held online. 

8. To help monitor rare butterflies and those that occur in remote areas, a new ButterflyCount app 

was developed, based on standard 15-min counts. The app has an identification guide and lists 

of butterflies customised to each country to facilitate recording. This data will be assimilated 

into the eBMS to help extend coverage and make a more representative scheme. 

9. Butterfly monitoring was promoted via social media as well as by articles in magazines and in EU 

level meetings. The eBMS website was used to host all materials and reports. A meeting was 

held of all coordinators in late 2019, attended by 59 people from 29 countries. A technical 

workshop was held online in March 2020, attended by 35 people, with a final meeting in 

October 2020. 

10. Lessons learnt include the value of sharing knowledge from established schemes, ensuring broad 

involvement of citizens/stakeholders, and promoting the value of a Europe-wide scheme. 

11. The eBMS provides an invaluable resource to inform EU policy development and evaluate the 

effectiveness of measures such as the CAP, Habitats Directive, Natura 2000, and the EU 

Pollinators Initiative. However, continuing financial support is needed from each Member State 

to develop capacity in existing schemes and start new schemes in countries which do not have 

one. This will help make a more complete scheme that accurately represents changes across 

Europe. 
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Chapter 1 / Introduction 

The purpose of the ABLE Project was to collate butterfly monitoring data across Europe, facilitate the 

start of new monitoring schemes across most of the European Union, and develop Indicators to help 

ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ tǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9¦ tŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƘƻ ǾƻǘŜŘ ϵуллΣ 000 over 2 years 

to support this.  

EU Parliamentary Pilot Projects are designed to test out processes, with a view, if successful, to their 

further elaboration and adoption by the EU through a follow-on EU Parliamentary Preparatory Action 

and then mainstreaming by the EU and Member States, as appropriate. The Mandate and rationale 

from the EU Parliament for the Pilot Project was as follows:  

άThe project aims at developing a suite of EU Lepidoptera indicators which can help 

improve conservation measure and assess progress in implementing EU policies and legislation 

such as the EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2020 and the EU Habitats Directive. Besides providing 

a highly relevant indicator for measuring progress in terms of managing and restoring Natura 

2000 sites, it would also contribute to monitoring progress on Target 3 of the EU Biodiversity 

Strategy, which aims to increase the contribution of agriculture and forestry to maintaining 

and enhancing biodiversity. In particular, the pilot should deliver a representative indicator to 

help monitor the impact of the Common Agricultural Policy on grassland biodiversity. It will 

also provide data to produce a climate change indicator, thereby contributing to the ongoing 

revision of climate change adaptation strategies. Indicators will also be possible for woodland, 

wetland and urban habitats.έ 

DG Environment issued a competitive call, in Summer 2018, for bids to fulfill this. BCE and its 

partners, in partnership with UFZ, de Vlinderstichting, BC(UK) and CEH were awarded a two-year 

contract to deliver and started work in November 2018.   

In this report, we summarise the work of ABLE on developing the Butterfly Monitoring network 

across more EU Member States (Task 2 of the ABLE project). In this task we focused on supporting 

and developing a more unified and cost-effective European monitoring network, using accepted and 

standardized methodology, with reporting to a coordinated database. We based this on experience 

in 13 EU(28) Member States where BCE partners, working with CEH and volunteers, had over the 

years, established successful citizen science schemes, data collection and indicator development. The 

priority was to set up schemes in more countries so that the data collected was more representative 

of the whole of the EU and its eight Biogeographic zones and so, even more useful to policy makers. 

The aim was also to draw out lessons to help the implementation of monitoring of other wild 

pollinator taxa. 

The challenge for ABLE in 2018/19 was to find talented coordinators, with the personal, 

communication and IT skills, aptitude and knowledge to initiate new citizen science schemes, in 

collaboration with the ABLE project team. The focus was on those EU Member States where there 

were no existing systematic butterfly monitoring schemes. Coordinators needed to recruit, retain, 

train and support volunteers; define new transect routes, and organize volunteers to identify and 

count the butterflies, regularly, along these routes and report their findings. They were responsible 

for translating into their language the Butterfly Monitoring manual, the eBMS website, the 

ButterflyCount App and the guidance the project provided centrally. This was a tall order and we 

were extremely fortunate to find dedicated and talented coordinators, willing to do all this. As a 

result, with the support of the ABLE Project, new Butterfly Monitoring Schemes have been started in 

10 EU(27) Member States. Five of these began in 2019 and five more in 2020.  
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Context 

¢ƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƘǳƎŜ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘǎΣ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜǎΦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ 

butterfly fauna is also highly diverse with, across the EU (27), 451 species, 17% of them endemics ie 

only occurring in Europe (European Red List of Butterflies, Chris van Swaay et al., 2010). Habitats 

Directive Article 17 reports from EU Member States show that most butterflies of European 

importance, listed on the Directive, are in Unfavourable Conservation Status, many with a declining 

trend. Semi-natural grasslands, many of them important habitats and resources for butterflies and 

other pollinators, are also in Unfavourable Conservation Status.  

The EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030, commits to reversing the decline in Pollinators and envisages 

Member State biodiversity Restoration Plans with binding targets; commitments to no deterioration 

of any Habitats Directive listed species or habitats; improvements in conservation status for 30% of 

those in unfavourable status; some additional Protected Areas; and effective management of all 

existing Protected Areas. Commitments to improving biodiversity measures through CAP reform are 

also planned in accordance with the EU Green Deal. Additional funding for Biodiversity monitoring is 

expected in the planned Horizon Europe programme. 

In addition to pressures from 

habitat loss and changing 

management, with consequent 

losses of habitat quality, climate 

change is having a profound 

effect on wildlife across Europe, 

including butterflies. A major 

objective of butterfly monitoring 

schemes is to help track the 

impacts of climate change and 

help develop mitigation 

measures. Many of the habitats 

used by butterflies, notably wetlands, grasslands, and woodlands, are important carbon sinks and 

can play a role in mitigation. 

Rationale for Butterfly Monitoring Schemes and Indicators  

Monitoring butterflies is an important activity because butterflies are good indicators of biodiversity 

and their sensitivity makes them quick to react to environmental change (Thomas, 2005). The 

butterflies of Europe breed in a broad range of habitats including grassland, woodland, wetland and 

montane areas. They are frequently used by ecologists as model organisms to study the impact of 

habitat loss and fragmentation, plus climate change. Areas rich in butterflies typically have a wide 

range of other invertebrates, so they are indicators of a healthy environment and well-functioning 

ecosystems. Butterflies and associated species form a key part of the food chain, they are an 

important part of the prey for among others birds and bats. Butterflies also pollinate a large range of 

flowering plants including vegetables, giving them economic importance. 

Development of Butterfly Monitoring across Europe 

Butterflies are one of the best monitored insect groups in Europe. Long-term monitoring has been 

running for decades in some countries. The first Butterfly Monitoring Scheme began in the United 

Kingdom in 1976 (UKBMS), since then, this methodology has been adopted in many other European 

countries to monitor butterflies. All use the same standardised survey method, designed by Ernie 

Pollard, of the Monks Wood Experimental Station in the UK (Pollard and Yates, 1983). 

Since 1990, many other countries have joined in and they now submit data to the European Butterfly 

Monitoring Scheme (eBMS) database (see Task 3 report). The increase of butterfly monitoring 

Butterfly monitoring is a fun and useful activity done in 
their majority by volunteers. Thousands of volunteers 
collect butterfly data every year. 
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schemes and transects in Europe, has been most rapid in north-western Europe. In addition, there 

has been a long-established scheme in Catalonia, Spain. In 2015, BC EuropeΩǎ, Spanish partner 

worked closely with National Park colleagues across Spain to expand the Butterfly Monitoring 

Schemes to all Spanish regions. This has been highly successful. It also gave confidence that even in 

countries where volunteering and active engagement in natural history by citizens was not so 

prevalent, that new, citizen science schemes, could thrive. Most Mediterranean and Eastern 

European countries generally lacked any systematic butterfly monitoring until the ABLE Pilot Project 

was able to facilitate new schemes and foster a more representative network across Europe. 

This report presents the activities and resources developed and shared by the ABLE project to 

achieve this. As a result of ABLE, ten new eBMS have been started and fledgling schemes, (i.e., ones 

started before ABLE, but still relatively new) in some other Member States, have increased the 

number of transects, recruited new volunteers, learned more skills (e.g., National Indicator 

production and reporting) and shared more records. They have also raised the profile of butterflies 

and their value as indictors in their Member State.  

Consolidating learning and recommendations for further development beyond ABLE 

The experience gathered during ABLE enables us to share some lessons about how to set up 

successful, effective, and high-quality, volunteer based schemes and to make recommendations for 

action to support the continued growth of eBMS (see Chapter 5). The ultimate aim is to put all 

schemes on a sustainable basis and to work in an integrated way with the planned EU Pollinator 

Monitoring Framework to deliver a pollinator Indicator for CAP evaluation and help reverse the 

declines in all wild insect pollinators. The Parliamentary Preparatory Action (Pollinator PPA), 

endorsed by the EU parliament in 2019, recognizes the importance of building on ABLE and has voted 

ϵрƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ to start monitoring solitary bees, bumble bees, hoverflies and moths and 

to consolidate and strengthen butterfly monitoring.  

Chapter 2 / Butterfly Monitoring Schemes in Europe 

Introduction to Butterfly Monitoring Methodology 

Butterfly Monitoring Schemes (BMS) record butterflies every year, by counting them along fixed 

routes called transects. This vital information is gathered mainly by citizen scientists (volunteers) who 

have been trained (or are self-taught) to recognise and identify species and follow the protocols of 

monitoring along butterfly transects. The transects (fixed routes) are counted repeatedly through the 

butterfly season, ideally every week but often less frequently due to availability of volunteers or due 

to unsuitable weather. Statistical modelling techniques have been developed to account for uneven 

sampling and enable standardized assessments of changes in abundance over time. The 

methodology provides robust data to identify population trends and assess the status of butterfly 

species. In this chapter we will explain how the Butterfly Monitoring Schemes started and the current 

situation. 

The Growth of eBMS 

The Netherlands (NLBMS) was the first country after the UK to start transects in 1990, followed one 

year later by the Flanders region of Belgium (BEBMS). The first BMS set-up in a Mediterranean region 

was the Catalonian BMS (ES-CTBMS), which started in 1994. Then the first BMS in a boreal zone, 

Finland, started to count butterflies in 1999. Already in the new century two large countries, 

Germany (DEBMS) and France (FRBMS) established their own BMS in 2005, followed by Slovenia 

(SLBMS) in 2007 and Ireland (IRBMS) two years later in 2009. In 2010 Sweden (SEBMS), Luxembourg 

(LUBMS) and the Basque Country of Spain (ES-CBBMS) set-up their own schemes, adding more than 

200 transects from the three schemes together. In 2014, the data from all these schemes were 
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brought together as part of the recently created European Butterfly Monitoring Scheme- eBMS, run 

by Butterfly Conservation Europe in collaboration with the UK Centre for Ecology and Hydrology. The 

same year, the third BMS was initiated in Spain, the Spanish BMS (ESBMS), this time covering regions 

outside of Catalonia and the Basque Country.  

 

In 2015, twelve EU(28) countries (including the UK) were counting butterflies with the same 

methodology every year covering a large area of Europe. Of these schemes, eleven reported their 

data to the eBMS database, covering almost 5000 transects, the majority done by volunteers. New 

countries were adopting the popular methodology and at the same time, countries with running BMS 

were growing and including more transects expanding to more habitats and territories of their 

nations (Fig.1).  

 

Figure 1.  Number of transects sampled each year in Europe from 1990 until 2018. Labels indicate 

the year of establishment for new BMS; the UK BMS started in 1976. 

SL 
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Progress in expanding butterfly monitoring: developments through ABLE  

Prior to the start of the ABLE project 

in late 2018, several EU countries and 

regions were monitoring butterflies 

through their long-term butterfly 

monitoring schemes. Overall, existing 

schemes are sampling almost 5000 

transects and reporting on close to 

300 butterfly species. 

The existing monitoring schemes were 

concentrated in central and western 

Europe, while large parts of southern 

and eastern Europe had no regular, 

frequent field monitoring schemes for 

butterflies, (though some had 

targeted surveys, every 6 years of rare 

species listed in the appendices of the 

Habitats Directive). To improve the 

representativeness of butterfly 

monitoring in the EU, a major element 

of the ABLE project was to expand 

monitoring to countries lacking a scheme or where its BMS was at an early stage of development.  

ABLE Priorities 

The ABLE project identified priorities for action (Figure 2). Countries in southern and eastern Europe 

were classified into three groups: Priority support for six to eight EU countries which had a good 

probability of establishing a BMS (shown in dark orange); specific support for growth of fledgling 

schemes, which were in relatively early stages of development (blue); and general support for 

countries with less monitoring activity (pale orange/yellow). 

ABLE Successes 

The ABLE project has been highly successful in supporting the creation of new butterfly monitoring 

schemes across the EU and in expanding the European Butterfly Monitoring Scheme data network 

(eBMS). 

During 2019, work was focused on five countries: Italy, Portugal, Hungary, Austria and Cyprus. Help 

and support was given to them to establish their BMS, by confirming coordinators, recruiting 

volunteers, training them and designing new transect routes, encouraged by workshop activities and 

materials. During 2020, the project helped to set up new BMS schemes in a further 5 EU countries ς 

Bulgaria, Poland, Croatia, Czech Republic and Malta. We continued to support the development of 

the BMSs which were started in 2019, increasing the number of volunteers and transects in this 

second year.  

During the ABLE project seven EU(27) countries joined the eBMS data network - Austria (the Viel-

Falter BMS in the west of the country), Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Italy, Portugal and Slovenia, 

signing the data sharing Agreement of eBMS and submitting transect data. Switzerland and Norway, 

where BMSs have been in place for many years, also joined the eBMS data network. Much data from 

many new butterfly transects was shared, increasing both eBMS coverage and the total number of 

transect monitoring sites (see Task 3 report). 

 

Figure 1. Classification of EU Member States by the status of a 
Butterfly Monitoring Scheme, as of 2018.  Member States with an 
established BMS are not shown. 
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Adjustments in the face of Covid-19 

Despite serious disruption by the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, we re-planned our work and continued 

to develop new schemes. Increased focus was placed on activities that remained feasible during 

lockdown restrictions, such as preparing materials like regional identification guides, translating, 

using online platforms and developing other tools, as well as increasing dissemination via social 

media. Some countries that had decided to start their BMS had to postpone their face to face 

Workshop plans and this slowed down the process. Poland, Malta, Croatia and Bulgaria had all 

planned to run workshops and announce the creation of a BMS, but they had to put these on hold 

during lockdowns and 

focused instead on preparing, 

translating, and developing 

materials for future 

monitoring activities and 

most were able to set up 

online Workshops. Despite 

the pandemic, we managed 

to organise several workshops online; and some in the field following the partial lifting of social 

restrictions. In Italy, Malta, Bulgaria, Czech Republic and Poland we organised workshops during 

The essentials features of Butterfly Monitoring 

Schemes are: 

Á Standardised methodology 

Á Identification by trained citizens 

Á Validation of observations 

Á Counting of butterfly abundance (not 

just presence) 

Á Frequent monitoring - up to fortnightly 

throughout the season, every year 

Á Methodical reporting 

Á Capturing data in a single database 

Á Calculating indicators 

Á Disseminating results 

Á Feedback to volunteers 

Á Providing data for research 

 

Box 1: Essentials features of BMS:  

Pyrgus malvae is a species monitored thanks to 

Butterfly Monitoring Schemes in Europe 

Figure 2. Map of Butterfly 
Monitoring schemes in the EU(27)  

and non-EU countries with 
transects in 2020.  

Key:  

Dark green - EU(27) countries with 
BMS data 

Light green - EU(27) countries with 
BMS established through support 

of ABLE in 2019 and 2020  

Grey - EU(27) countries requiring a 
citizen science BMS 

Blue - Non-EU countries with 
transect data. 

 






















































































