
Priority Species and Areas for the Conservation  
of Butterflies in Portugal (Lep. Papilionoidea & Hesperioidea) 

Introduction The study of the conservation status of Portuguese Lepidoptera, including the Rhopalocera, has only been started very recently 
and there are no published papers on this subject yet. In 1998, one of the authors (Maravalhas) established provisional conservation status for 
all the species of Rhopalocera known to occur in the country, based in personal observations and bibliographical data. 

Materials and Methods On account of the important information gap observed, the authors intensified research in key-areas, mostly in the 
northern part of the territory, and monitored the abundance of species. Areas that had never been prospected were studied and care was taken 
so that the maximum geographical area was investigated. The cartography performed focused on the chosen key-areas, on particularly 
interesting localities and also on easily accessible sites, as the available resources are insufficient to cover the whole area. These studies were 
completed by those recently done by British colleagues, mainly in the Algarve, allowing a wider view for the species involved. 

Lepidoptera conservation in Portugal From the mentioned monitoring we consider that 32 of the 130 species that occur in the country are 
seriously endangered, because of the small number of known colonies and their distribution.  
Only one (Euphydryas aurinia) of the 60 endangered Portuguese butterfly species is protected by law (Natura 2000 legislation). Although 
endangered on an European scale, this species is still widely distributed and fairly abundant in Portugal. Its abundance can even be considered 
high, when compared to that of Maculinea alcon, a species presently known from less than 10 localities in Portugal, several of which are 
considered extinct. The scarcity of studies has been an impediment to the creation of specific legislation, adequate to the present situation, a 
fact that represents a major difficulty to the efficient conservation of the species and their habitats. 

Priority Areas The process of evaluation of areas for conservation purposes has been described by Araújo (1998). For the protection of 
Portuguese Lepidoptera, it is necessary that specific legislation is prepared, covering the gaps that presently exist. An important aspect is the fact 
that the Natura 2000 Network protects species and habitats that are absent from Portugal (e. g., Erebia christi, a species confined to alpine 
prairies), while leaving unprotected species and habitats possibly threatened in the country. It is, therefore, necessary to protect species that are 
rare or localized in Portugal, even if they are common in Europe and, to identify these species as well as the priority areas, a cartography should 
be made for all species and key-species should be monitored. The areas defined by the Natura 2000 Network can be considered appropriate for 
the conservation of 90% of the species of Rhopalocera occurring in Portugal. Despite this fact, many populations stand outside the sites of the 
Network, a situation that requires the definition of new areas and the creation of special conservation status for several species. According to 
available data, the area with the highest Rhopalocera diversity in Portugal is the Montesinho/Nogueira area, in the north-east of the country. 
Although this area is included in the Natura 2000 Network, that fact does not prevent disturbance, such as construction in Nogueira and the 
annual occurrence of forest fires in Montesinho, an area which constitutes the only known habitat in the country for species such as Heodes 
virgaureae, Brenthis daphne and B. ino. For other areas, such as the Algarve, the distribution maps presented below can be consulted. Integrating 
this information with the Natura 2000 Network national map (Fig. 2) and what has already been stated, one can easily conclude that many 
populations of several rare and localized species are presently unprotected. 
 
Conclusions Despite the high diversity that the number of species native to Portugal (aprox. 130) represents, the available knowledge 
concerning the distribution and population dynamics of the species of Rhopalocera that occur in the country is insufficient. Studies recently carried 
out demonstrated a remarkable decline in nearly half of the species present, with almost a quarter of the total in risk of extinction. This situation is 
identical to that observed in Europe  and corroborates the need for the implementation of legislation adequate to the conservation of species, 
since less than 1% of them is currently protected. As has already been stated, it is necessary to implement an action plan for the study of the 
Rhopalocera and their habitats, in order to guarantee their survival in the long term. 
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