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Bring Back the Butterflies!
Lydia Casapao Robledo

Unique Creatures

Butterflies are among the most beautiful and the most magical members of the animal kingdom. The
variety of colors, sizes and patterns of this special group of insects adds brilliance and life to the
environment. They are a delight to watch and they lift up the soul. Unlike the other members of the insect
family, these friendly winged creatures do not bite nor sting. Their unusual habits and movement,
especially at the early stage, are a source of great learning and discovery. Most noteworthy is the
remarkable life cycle of the butterflies, the miracle of metamorphosis, which make these creatures
specially different from the other insects.

Philippine Butterflies

In a book she so devotedly put together on Philippine butterflies (1991), Dr. Claire Baltazar mentions that
we have 1,615 species and sub species of butterflies recorded. The Philippines' tropical climate allows
abundant vegetation which makes it a suitable habitat to the thousands of species of butterflies. However,
there is a growing interest in setting up butterfly houses all over the country which showcase these lovely
butterflies but in captivity. With the present dangers our environment is exposed to, there definitely are
more butterflies in these cages than in their natural habitats. How many of these wonderful creatures do
you still see in your garden?

"Where have all the butterflies gone?"

Butterflies are extremely sensitive to environmental changes. The presence of a good number of butterflies
indicates the healthy state of our communities. Their absence is a signal that something is wrong. Birds,
spiders, and lizards are the most common predators of butterflies but man has proven to be their number
one aggressor. Destruction of their natural habitats due to rapid urbanization and modern landscapes,
pollution and extensive use of pesticides, and replacement of native plants and flowers with imported
ornamentals, have contributed greatly to the decline of the butterfly population.

The Great Pollinators

But one may ask, what benefits does mankind get other than the pleasure of watching butterflies flit from
one flower to another? These often unnoticed creatures play a remarkable role in our natural world. Aside
from being food to a number of predators, they are significant plant pollinators. Next to the bee, the
friendlier butterfly unwittingly collects and deposits pollens from one flower to another while feeding on
nectar. It gently spreads the fertilizing pollen to the stigma of the female pistil. This is called pollination.
Butterflies and bees contribute greatly to the production of flowers, fruits and seeds over all the earth
through pollination. Further, man's food, shelter, clothing and other needs come from plants which are
products of pollination.

"One looks at the incredible complexity and beauty of the pollination process, and says, "It's a cosmic
accident.” Another says, "I see evidence of a Designer." Each gambles, but only one can win. Who is the
fool?" (Anonymous)

CREATE A BUTTERFLY GARDEN!

An enjoyable project one can undertake to bring back the butterflies right in your own community or
backyard is to start a butterfly garden, an open butterfly garden! You can have it in your yard, in your
patio or in pots on your window sill. Here are some guidelines in creating a friendly butterfly habitat.
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SUN

Butterflies are cold-blooded and therefore need plenty of sunshine to warm their bodies for light. They
love to bask in the sun with their wings outstretched to absorb heat. They will seek flower gardens for
their food. Rower gardens, likewise, need lots of sun to be in bloom.

NECTAR PLANTS AND HOST PLANTS

A brightly colored flower garden with strong scents attracts butterflies. They have sensors in their
antennae, and their forelegs have special taste receptors which help them discover nectar from flowers.
They sip through their proboscis which uncoils when it comes into contact with the nectar. They can only
see objects at close range but they can see more colors even from afar. Planting a variety of nectar plants
in large patches in your garden is a sure way to attract them. Yellow, orange, lavender, purples and reds,
especially with the strong scents, are attractive to them. The Lantana camara (bahu-baho), pentas (star
cluster), butterfly bush, duranta (bridal bouquet) and lagundi are the more popular butterfly nectar plants.

A beautiful butterfly begins its life as a caterpillar. The female butterfly lays its eggs on the foliage of
certain trees, weeds or plant As soon as the larvae (caterpillar) emerges from the egg shell, it will start
feeding on the leaves it was placed on. This is the caterpillar's food. It is important to remember that every
specie of butterfly has a specific food plant preference which we call the host plant. Since caterpillars
chew on the leaves quite fast, maintain a good number of host plants in your garden. Generally, butterflies
have a special attachment to their host plants.

Citrus kangkong tops, ivory plant (estrellita), Indian tree, cassia, acapulco, guyabano and atis leaves,
Aristolochia tagala (pipe vine), passiflora, and a lot of weeds are some of the common food plants of
caterpillars.

Creating a garden that has abundant flowering plants rich in nectar and host plants for the caterpillars is
the key to attracting the butterflies. Watching butterflies and closely observing their movements and habits
can help the butterfly gardener discover more of the butterflies' food preference.

WATER

Sometimes we see a group of butterflies gathered together around a puddle or wet place. This behavior
is called "puddling" during which butterflies sip minerals and salt nutrients to supplement their nectar
diet.

Other Food Sources of Butterflies

Butterflies also feed on rotting fruit, tree sap, and even manure. Artificial nectar can be made by mixing
a solution of sugar water 4 parts water to 1 part granulated white sugar. Saturate cotton or tissue paper
with the solution and place it in a flat hanging dish in the garden.

SHELTER

Butterflies need a safe place to roost during the night on windy or rainy days, or when the sun is riot out
and their bodies are not warm enough to fly. They often hide underside the leaves of trees and shrubs for
long hours. Tall bushy trees can also act as windbreakers. Butterflies love to bask on top of rocks or hide
under them.

PESTICIDES

Butterflies will only thrive on pesticide-free surroundings. If you use pesticides to eliminate garden pests,
you also will harm your butterflies. Keep your area free from stagnant water where mosquitoes can breed.
Proper waste management can eliminate house pests without the use of pesticides.
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