String of Pearls – May 2007
The small pearl-bordered fritillary was once widespread on the upland fringes in Durham.  In recent decades we have watched as one by one its former strongholds have disappeared to drainage, ploughing, afforestation, and lack of management.  Formerly recorded from fourteen 10km2 squares in the County, the ‘small pearl’, as it is known in butterfly circles, is now restricted to a small network of four sites all within about a kilometre of each other.

However, the ‘small pearl’ has recently been the focus of concerted effort by the Durham Biodiversity Partnership with help from the County Durham Environment Trust, and the work appears to be yielding some promising results. 

Many organisations are involved in this joint effort.  Land containing or near to ‘small pearl’ sites is being improved by landowners by planting violets - the food-plant of the butterfly.  In turn violets are being grown by Durham University’s Botanic Gardens and local volunteers.   

A key project in developing a string of sites for the ‘small pearl’ is the work to create suitable habitat in a woodland near Lanchester.  The wood, owned by the Woodland Trust, has developed on heath and grassland which was once home to hundreds of fritillaries.  Now CDENT funding has allowed areas of the wood to be opened up again to reveal marsh and dog violets and create sheltered glades which the butterfly requires. With the help of Butterfly Conservation the ultimate aim, once conditions are right, is for the small pearl-bordered fritillary to fly again on this site – one of a string of pearls.

