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This is the largest and rarest of our blue butterflies, distinguished
by the unmistakable row of black spots on its upper forewing.
The Large Blue has a remarkable life cycle that involves spending
most of the year within the nests of red ants, where the larvae
feed on ant grubs. The species has always been rare in Britain 
but declined rapidly during the twentieth century and became
extinct in 1979. It has since been reintroduced successfully as 
part of a major conservation programme and by 2004 occurred 
on 9 sites.  The Large Blue is declining throughout its world 
range and is a globally Endangered species.

Life cycle
The Large Blue is single brooded with adults flying from mid-June until late July. Eggs 
are laid on the young flower buds of Wild Thyme. The larvae subsequently burrow into 
the flower head to feed on the flowers and developing seeds. Females lay eggs on 
plants growing in a range of vegetation heights, but survival is best in short turf where 
the host ant M.sabuleti is most abundant. When the larvae are around 4 mm long they 
drop to the ground and wait to be found by foraging red ants, attracting them with sweet
secretions from a special 'honey' gland. The larvae are picked up by the ant and placed
below ground within the brood chamber. The larvae then feed on ant grubs to achieve 
most of their final body weight, hibernating deep within the ant's nest. The larvae pupate 
in early May within the nest and the newly emerging adults have to crawl up above 
ground before expanding their wings.

Colony structure
The butterfly typically forms discrete colonies on small patches of suitable habitat 
(typically 2-5 ha) from which the adults stray only rarely. However, the re-established 
adults clearly have some powers of dispersal and one of the newly founded colonies 
has spread 2-3 km, covering numerous small patches of suitable habitat.

Conservation status
Priority Species in UK Biodiversity Action Plan. 
Fully protected under Section 9 of the 
Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981).
Bern Convention (Annexe IV) and 
EC Habitats and Species Directive (Annexe IV).

Foodplants
Larvae feed initially on the flower-heads of
Wild Thyme Thymus polytrichus but later feed
on ant grubs within the nests of the Myrmica
red ants. Survival rates are highest within
nests of Myrmica sabuleti and much poorer 
in those of M.scabrinodis. Eggs may also 
be laid on Wild Marjoram Origanum vulgare
but this usually flowers too late to be used 
on most British sites.

Habitat
The Large Blue breeds in warm and 
well-drained unimproved grassland,
predominantly acidic coastal grassland 
or limestone grassland. It also used to 
occur on calcareous clay soils, probably 
on dry outcrops or mounds.
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The overall aim is to produce a short 
turf 2-5cm in height, with an abundance 
of Wild Thyme and the host red ant,
Myrmica sabuleti. Shelter is also probably
a key factor on many sites and some
scrub patches should be retained.
Grazing
Grazing is essential to producing suitable 
short turf conditions on most sites. The best
type of grazing animal varies according to
habitat; heavily scrubbed over and rough
coastal grasslands are best grazed by hardy
ponies or cattle while calcareous grassland 
can be grazed by either sheep or cattle. 
The most important factor is to produce 
short turf during spring and early summer 
but to reduce or remove grazing in late 
June and July to allow good flowering of 
Wild Thyme. Autumn and spring grazing 
are therefore generally best. Some sites 
are maintained by rabbit grazing but 
livestock are desirable on most sites as 
rabbit populations vary unpredictably 
and could be suddenly reduced by 
disease outbreak.
Scrub control
Some scrub control is often essential to restore
neglected sites but needs to be done carefully
to retain shelter, especially on exposed sites.
Scattered Gorse scrub is also important on
some rough grassland sites as Myrmica ants
often form their nests around the roots.  
A scrub management plan therefore needs 
to be drawn up on a site-specific basis.
The target on most sites should be to reduce
or maintain scrub cover at 10-20%. During
restoration, dense scrub should be cleared 
and stumps treated with herbicide to prevent
regrowth. Once broken into manageable
patches, scrub can either be coppiced 
or burnt on a rotation of 5-10 years.
Thyme planting
Wild Thyme does not survive long as buried
seed and may not regenerate when restoring
long-neglected or heavily scrubbed sites. 
It may be necessary to plant Thyme to 
speed up the restoration of suitable breeding
conditions. Plants of local provenance 
should be planted out as small plugs 
during autumn when they will be less
susceptible to desiccation.

Habitat management for the Large Blue
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The scheme includes Higher Level Stewardship, 
which supports management for targeted 

butterflies, moths and other biodiversity.

above Ideal habitat on short-grazed calcareous grassland
below Coastal valley in Cornwall being restored by scrub clearance and grazing


