
Duke of Burgundy
Hamearis lucina
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This small butterfly frequents scrubby grasslands and sunny
woodland clearings, typically in very low numbers. The adults rarely
visit flowers and most sightings are of the territorial males as they
perch on a prominent leaf in sheltered situations. The females are
elusive and spend much of their time resting or flying close to the
ground. The Duke of Burgundy is found in scattered colonies across
southern England, with more isolated colonies in the southern 
Lake District and the North York Moors. It has declined by over 
50% in recent decades and many of the colonies now have 
very small populations.

Life cycle
The butterfly is single brooded with adults flying from late April to early June on 
limestone grassland in the south, but is a week or two later in woodland where 
numbers often peak in early June. Eggs are laid on the underside edge of foodplant 
leaves, usually in small batches of up to 8. Females tend to select plants that are 
prominent amongst the surrounding vegetation, though smaller plants can be used 
where they grow abundantly on calcareous downland. The larvae feed at night and 
produce distinctive feeding damage on the leaves comprising a peppering of small 
holes or panelling, leaving the midrib and veins intact. They pupate in well-concealed 
areas 2-5cm above ground among dense tussocks of fine grasses where they pass 
the winter.

Colony structure
The butterfly tends to form very small colonies, limited by the availability of suitable 
breeding areas. Males are territorial and rarely move far from sheltered positions, often 
next to scrub that catches the early morning sun. In contrast, females are far less 
conspicuous but appear to be more mobile and move more freely over the habitat. 
In a mark-recapture study, over half of recaptured females had moved more than 250m. 
Some females may disperse several kilometres and sites have been colonised up to 
5km from known populations. 

Conservation status
Priority Species in UK Biodiversity Action Plan.
The Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) specifies 
that a licence is needed for trading in this species.

Foodplants
The main foodplants are Cowslip Primula veris
and Primrose P. vulgaris. ‘False Oxlip’, the
hybrid of these two species, is sometimes
used. On sites with both species, Cowslips 
are the preferred foodplant.

Habitat
Two principal habitats are used: 
1 Chalk or limestone grassland, with 

either extensive areas of scrub or 
topographical shelter;

2 Clearings on ancient woodland sites, 
either regenerating coppice, young 
plantations, sizeable glades or 
wide rides. 

In both habitats it requires foodplants 
growing among tussocky vegetation and 
on downland it prefers north or west-facing
slopes, possibly because the humid conditions
encourage lush growth of the foodplant. 
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Chalk and limestone 
grassland habitats
Aim to maintain a mosaic of open, 
sunny grassland with abundant Primulas 
in medium height swards (5-20cm), with
scrub edges or patches comprising up 
to 20% of the grassland area. 
Maintain taller vegetation for breeding 
and shorter vegetation to ensure 
continuity of foodplant supply.

Grazing
Extensive light cattle grazing is ideal. Light 
to moderate cattle grazing from late summer 
to winter may be the most suitable regime for
long-term maintenance. Regular summer
sheep grazing, or heavy sheep grazing at any
time of year is detrimental to Duke of Burgundy
populations, as an unsuitably tight sward with
low foodplant density is produced. Where there
is no alternative, rotational sheep grazing can 
be used, but only up to 25% of the site should
be grazed each season. Domestic livestock
grazing regimes should take account of rabbit
populations which can have a significant
deleterious impact.

Scrub Control
Scrub should be cut on long rotations 
(e.g. 20 years) and targeted at younger,
scattered scrub over relic grassland or at 
bays in scrub edges. Cutting dense mature
scrub is not usually immediately beneficial, 
as Primulas regenerating in an open sward 
or amongst flushes of Wood False Brome
Brachypodium sylvaticum are unsuitable 
for breeding. Scrub control without grazing 
is rarely sufficient to maintain colonies in 
the long-term. 

Woodland clearings
Aim to ensure a continuous supply of 
clearings with abundant Primulas in 
open, sunny conditions. 

Glades
Permanent glades can be maintained by
controlling scrub regrowth, brambles and 
coarse grasses, ensuring all cut material is
removed. As well as hand tools, strimmers 
and clearing saws, using a mower set at 
10cm every two or three years has been 
found to be very effective. 

Coppicing
A regular cutting sequence of woodland 
blocks in close proximity will ensure rapid
colonisation of new habitat, particularly 
where open rides permit movement between
clearings. Ideal conditions are provided 
in woodland regrowth a few years after
clearance when sheltered areas develop
between coppice stools. On thin soils or 
where deer browsing delays initial regrowth
these microhabitats can be prolonged 
for several seasons. 

Rides
Breeding success is likely to be highest 
in east-west rides. Open rides can be
maintained by short-rotation coppice 
(5-8 years), cutting back the woodland 
edge to 5-8m depending on the vigour 
of regrowth. Herb-rich grassland can be
maintained by annual mowing or strimming. 

Habitat management for the Duke of Burgundy
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