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Welcome to the ALG Newsletter, a compendium of news, reports, and items of 
interest related to lepidopterans and lepidopterists in Alberta.  The newsletter is 

produced twice per year, in spring and fall, edited by John Acorn. 

        ALG Newsletter Spring 2019– Page 1 

Contents: 
 
deBourcier:		How	are	the	Butterflies	Doing	at	Wagner?............................................................................2	
Lawrie	and	Dickson:		Mothing	in	Mid-May,	2019.......................................................................................10	
Brown:		Some	Butterfly	Photos	from	British	Columbia...........................................................................11	
Ava:		Feralia	2019.....................................................................................................................................................12	
Romanyshyn	and	Lawrie:		Butterfly	Counts.................................................................................................15	
Kondla:		Some	Colias	Specimen	Photographs..............................................................................................17	
	

Luna moth (Actias luna).  Anyone have any 2019 records for Alberta? 
Photo by John Acorn 
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“How are the butterflies doing at Wagner?”   
Communicating Monitoring Data to a General 
Audience. 

Olivia deBourcier 

Introduction 
 
Nowadays, we’re seeing a lot more public interest in species’ populations as 

the media increasingly turns its attention to issues of conservation and population 
declines among wild species. There is a desire by the general public to know, “how 
is nature doing?”  Here, I used John Acorn's butterfly Pollard Walk data from the 
Wagner Natural Area to see how best the data could be presented to a general 
audience. Considering the complex and ever-fluctuating nature of ecology, it can be 
difficult to condense this type of information in a way that can be easily understood 
by an audience that may not be interested in reading through complex statistics, or 
other typical forms of scientific data presentation. It is even more challenging to 
present ecological observations in a manner that is scientifically accurate and 
maintains the integrity of the data.  
 
Wagner Natural Area 
  
Wagner Natural Area is a 620 acre protected area, between Edmonton and Spruce 
Grove. The area contains a variety of ecosystem types including peatland (fens), 
aspen forests, mixed poplar-spruce forests, and open hayfields. The Wagner Natural 
Area Society, composed of volunteers, acts as a steward and manages the land, as 
well as providing some information about the natural area to visitors and 
recreational users. Wagner patrons, including ALG members, as well as members of 
the Wagner Natural Area Society, are potential audiences for this project as they are 
likely interested in seeing whether the area is serving its purpose in preserving 
nature, and because they may simply wish to see what kinds of butterflies they can 
expect on their walks and at what times during the year. 
 
The Data 
  
The data came from butterfly counts performed by John Acorn and many volunteers 
(see acknowledgements), using the Pollard Walk Technique: walking a standardized 
route and counting and identifying the butterflies seen along the trail. Each count 
should take approximately the same amount of time, although identification of 
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numerous individuals can slow things down a bit. Counts are made roughly every 
week, but only when conditions are appropriate for butterfly activity; on warm, 
sunny days.  Acorn’s Pollard walks were conducted during the following years: 
2005, 2011, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, and 2018.  Additional Pollard data came from a 
study done by a summer student, Sandra Tober, in 1994.  In general, these Pollard 
walks were performed between April through October, though in some years they 
only covered May through to August or September.  
Acorn’s incidental field note data, from 1995-1999, 2012, and 2017 were also 
available, but these notes generally only listed species seen, and did not include 
numbers of individuals.  As well, an annotated checklist of species known from 
Wagner was compiled by Terry Thormin in 1982, and published in The Edmonton 
Naturalist, in a special issue devoted to “The Wagner Bog.” 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Graphing the Data 
  

Because this particular project had more to do with the manner in which 
Pollard walk data is communicated than the results themselves, we (John Acorn and 
I) began by brainstorming ways to communicate the species found, their numbers, 
and when during the season they appeared.  We were also interested in population 
pulses, which became more evident during the process of displaying the 
information. 

We began with bar graphs, showing seven species that appeared in Wagner 
each year.  It became apparent quite quickly that a bar graph was not an effective 
way of depicting this information, since it is extremely difficult to compare among 
the graphs, because of large fluctuations year to year, and differences in the 
abundances of species. The Y-axis displayed numbers ranging from single digits to 
counts in the hundreds. When adjusted for those high numbers, less common species 
almost completely disappeared from the graphs. As well, comparing between years 
was visually difficult, even with standardized Y-axes.  

We then created a line graph. It showed population pulses quite effectively, and 
it was much easier to compare the shapes of the population graphs by focusing on 
one type of butterfly, and combining all the years into one graph. 
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However, because we were comparing between seven different years, the graph 
ended up being cluttered and difficult to follow.  (X-axis is Julian date, Y-axis is 
number of individuals counted) 

We debated whether stacking year graphs one above the other would be helpful 
(see above– no!), or whether lining them up from left to right would be preferable. 
In the end, we opted for a timeline arrangement, shown below: 
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Here, the eye was more easily able to compare line height, and we could more 
easily see which years saw larger or smaller populations. Comparing phenology 
from year to year was, however, still quite difficult. Though this version of the graph 
displayed the data in a more readable fashion, the data didn’t look ecologically 
accurate to us. Multiple peaks for each year gave the impression of multiple broods, 
when in reality we expect hibernated adults to persist into June, and new adults to 
emerge in July, persisting for the rest of the season before hibernating themselves. 
To improve this misperception, we smoothed out these spurious dips. Sure, the 
butterflies might have become inactive for a week, or temporarily flown elsewhere, 
but because the goal of this project was to communicate to a general audience, we 
want to scrap anything that might be easily misinterpreted. 

It was at this point in the process that we discussed whether each species 
should be getting its own graph, or whether we should be grouping them. This 
required some understanding of butterfly life histories.  We wanted our graphs to not 
just show population but also give some understanding of when the various broods 
(generally one per year, but for some whites and sulphurs, there may be three or 
more). That meant choosing species groupings that would intuitively make sense, 
having similar life histories.  With this in mind, we opted to graph the European 
skipper (Thymelicus lineola) separately, and group the fritillaries (Speyeria spp.), the 
blues, the whites and sulphurs, and the satyrs.  The following were the final graphs 
for these taxa: 

European Skipper population trends over multiple years. We typically see single 
peaks, with two years depicting slight secondary peaks.  This species may have 
experienced a boom-and-bust at Wagner, having peaked in 2013. 
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Blue population trends over multiple years. Distinct single peaks most years 
(suggesting that pooling the blues was a good idea), with 2014 showing a slight dip 
in mid-season. We also see an interesting peak in numbers in 2013 with a drop-off in 
2014, corresponding with exceptional numbers for most local butterflies in 2013   

Fritillary population trends over multiple years. Fritillaries showed high variability, 
but there seem to be four distinct peaks (possibly different species emerging) during 
2015, 2016, and 2018.  

White and Sulfur population trends over multiple years. Most years we’re seeing 
two main peaks with a lot of variation year to year.   Too many species were pooled 
for meaningful comparisons. 
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Satyr population trends over multiple years. We are seeing between one and four 
peaks, suggesting that further subdivision would be helpful. 
 

Though these graphs seem effective in communicating population trends, they 
don’t do a good job with the presence or absence of species year to year. As well, 
they don’t show rare species. To solve this issue, an infographic is being developed, 
but it is far too detailed to reproduce well in the format of this newsletter, so our 
initial attempt will not be shown here (please contact me if you are interested).  

Interestingly, some species which appeared commonly in the 2000s data, such 
as Mourning Cloak, Silvery Blue, and Common Alpine, are not mentioned in 
Thormin’s (1982) account.  As well, some of Acorn’s records document rare species 
that have not been encountered during the Pollard Walks, such as Anise Swallowtail, 
and West Coast Lady.  Likewise, Thormin found a number of species in the 1970s 
and 80s that have not been seen since, at least by Acorn and colleagues.  These 
include Garita Skipper, Giant Sulphur, Cranberry Blue, Dorcas Copper, Brown 
Elfin, Hoary Elfin, Meadow Fritillary, Freija Fritillary, and Bog Fritillary.  When 
contacted about these species, Thormin confirmed that he was sampling in different 
parts of the Wagner property (mostly to the east of the loop trail), and that he was 
also collecting with a net.  Our Pollard data was generally a matter of identification 
at a distance, since collecting is no longer allowed without a permit in this area.  
Thus, it is unclear whether species have disappeared from Wagner, although at least 
three newcomers, the European Skipper, Dun Skipper, and Northern Pearly Eye, 
were clearly not present until recent years. 
  
Conclusion 
  

It is important to try to summarize scientific data in a way that is accessible, 
and maintains accuracy, in order to properly communicate findings to the general 
public, and the media. Pollard data are a great way to try out these different 
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communication techniques because there is an audience for this type of information 
among butterfly enthusiasts.  

Throughout the entire process, our main motive was to cut through information 
that wasn’t useful, or wasn’t going to stick with a general audience. The use of 
statistics to describe trends was not a goal of this project. Rather, we wanted the 
audience to be able to look at these graphs and make interpretations for themselves. 
These graphs show fluctuating data. If the public has questions regarding how the 
butterflies are doing, the intent is to be able to have them look at this data, and make 
interpretations for themselves. We could tell them that there are fluctuations. Or we 
can say, “see for yourself,” and provide them with a means of doing so. For 
example, in the Satyr graph we see that there were fewer individuals in 2011, but 
they seem to have recovered since then. With the infographic, we clearly present the 
fact that there seem to be some species changes over time, but in general we are now 
seeing a lot more species.  

Not every research question needs to be answered with stats, especially if we 
are trying to communicate with a group of people who prefer to think qualitatively. 
We can still communicate important scientific aspects of our research, without 
cluttering it with information people may ignore or misinterpret.  These sorts of 
graphs also make it clear that population fluctuations are normal, and not always 
cause for concern. Change is continual, and just because we don’t see a certain 
species in a particular year, that doesn’t necessarily mean that it is gone forever. 
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Some photos from the Wagner Natural Area.  Top left: Pollard counters Cheryl Kee 
and Zac MacDonald.  Top right:  Olivia deBourcier, checking for overwintering 
cloaks and tortoiseshells.  Bottom:  Taiga Alpine, a Wagner specialty, best searched 
for in June. 
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Obviously suffering from cabin fever and an unhealthy need to get out there 
and find moths, Loney Dickson and I ran a Mercury Vapour light at Loney’s place 
near Ardrossan, Alberta, on May 12, 2019.  

Mothing in Mid-May, 2019 
Dave Lawrie and Loney Dickson 

There was some method to this madness though.  For me, this was a test run of 
my equipment to make sure all was working for the upcoming season (= 90ish % 
success)!  A few things I need to fix/improve, but overall ready to go. For Loney, 
this added some data to his on-going moth survey of his property.  We found about 
20 Lepidoptera species (micros included). There were also quite a few Ophion 
wasps and one Burying Beetle (Nicrophorus sp.) with lots of mites.  

Loney Dickson showing that spring moths do fly at these low temperatures.  
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Some Butterfly Photos from British Columbia 
Bob Brown 

Top left:  Arrowhead Blue (White Lake, near Osoyoos). Top right: Boisduval’s Blue 
(Cranbrook).  Center:  Stella Orangetips (Cranbrook).  Bottom left:  Western Elfin 
(Cranbrook).  Bottom right: Juba Skipper (White Lake). 
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Feralia 2019 
By Ava 

Ever wonder what it’s like to be a little kid, at a party full of grown up naturalists 
and scientists?  Ava (daughter of Lisa, our guild president, and life of the party) was 
the one with the camera that day, and here is what we look like from her perspective.  
Thanks are due both to Ava, and to Dave Lawrie for hosting the excellent event. 
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Alberta Annual Butterfly Counts for 2019 
Compiled by Vic Romanyshyn and Dave Lawrie 

Dry Island Buffalo Jump Provincial Park 
Date: Sunday, July 7, 2019 
Start Time: 10:00 am at the upper parking lot/viewpoint  
Club/Sponsor:  Buffalo Lake Nature Club; Alberta Lepidopterists’ Guild 
Contact: Charles Bird  
Email: cdbird@netago.ca 
  
Cardinal Divide: Wildhorse Provincial Park, west of Cadomin 
Date: Sunday, July 28, 2019 
Start Time: 10:00 am at Green Square, Tourism Info Centre, Hinton, to carpool 
Club/Sponsor: Alberta Environment & Parks; Whisky-jack Club 
Website: 
https://www.albertaparks.ca/parks/central/william-a-switzer-pp/activities-events/
events/ - 2019-07-28k29401 
Contact: Scott Sunderwald  
email: scott.sunderwald@gov.ab.ca 
  
William A. Switzer Provincial Park 
Date: Sunday, August 4, 2019 
Start Time: 11:00 am at Greg Lake boat launch 
Club/Sponsor: Alberta Environment & Parks; Whisky-jack Club 
Website: 
https://www.albertaparks.ca/parks/central/william-a-switzer-pp/activities-events/
events/ - 2019-07-28k29401 
Contact: Scott Sunderwald 
email: scott.sunderwald@gov.ab.ca 
  
Waterton Lakes National Park 
Date: Friday, July 19, 2019 

Bad weather back up date: July 25 
Start Time: ? Not yet available, likely 10:00 AM 
Club/Sponsor: Waterton Lakes National Park 
Website: https://www.pc.gc.ca/en/pn-np/ab/waterton/activ/calendrier-calendar 
(Event Not Posted as of May 14, 2019) 
Contact: Dianne Pachal 
Email:  dianne.pachal@canada.ca 
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Alberta Annual Butterfly Counts for 2019 
Compiled by Vic Romanyshyn and Dave Lawrie 

Ellis Bird Farm Bug Jamboree, east of Lacombe 
Date: Saturday, August 10 
Start Time: 3:00 pm, after the Bug Jamboree. (Note: count is aimed at kids)  
Club/Sponsor: Ellis Bird Farm 
Website: https://www.ellisbirdfarm.ca 
Contact: Myrna Pearman 
Email: myrna.pearman@gmail.com 
  
If you know of any other counts or Lepidoptera related events that you think should 
be listed, please let Vic Romanyshyn know (romanv1@shaw.ca).  

A candid shot from the well-attended ALG Colias workshop, held on March 30, at 
the Calder Public Library. That’s Vic on the left, and the workshop was very ably 
organized by Dave Lawrie.  It really got us thinking! 
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Continuing a project begun last year, I am borrowing here from Norbert 
Kondla’s work at the flickr site: https://www.flickr.com/photos/118126948@N03/, 
with a selection from his album, “Colias.”  Norbert has given me permission, and I 
consider this a fine opportunity to share some of Norbert’s images. Norbert’s 
interpretation of Colias species names/boundaries in Alberta was the inspiration for 
much of our discussion at the March 30 Colias workshop. 

    John Acorn, Editor 

A Selection of Norbert Kondla’s Sulphur Photographs 
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