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The windshield phenomenum
Do you remember those long, hot summer car journeys on the motorway when the car’s windscreen, front lights,
bonnet and number plate became splattered with insects? Have you noticed that this has not happened so much in
recent summers? This change has become known as the ‘windshield phenomenom’ and has been noted by scientists
in Europe and North America who are researching an alarming, recent reduction in insect populations.
Insects are important to the health of our planet. Humans and other life forms could not survive without them. The
food we eat, the fish we catch, the birds we see, the flowers we smell and the hum of life we hear, simply would not
exist without bugs. Invertebrates underpin life on earth and without them the world’s ecosystems would collapse.
Sir David Attenborough is quoted as saying: ‘If we and the rest of the back-boned animals were to disappear overnight,
the rest of the world would get on pretty well. But if the invertebrates were to disappear, the world's ecosystems would
collapse.’
Plate 1: Busy Bee (Photo credit: Aspire photo competition 2010)
Recent research
In February new research titled: ‘Worldwide decline of the
entomofauna: A review of its drivers’ by Francisco SánchezBayo and Kris A.G. Wyckhuys concluded there has been a
decline of essential insects across the planet. The research
reported an analysis of global surveys which found more
than 40% of insect species are declining and a third are
endangered. This rate of extinction is eight times faster
than that of mammals, birds and reptiles!
The research considered 73 studies which had assessed
and reported insect population decline. There are
however big gaps in this data and much of the research is
species dependent. Conclusions are less clear cut than
some of the newspaper accounts suggest. Some of the
most comprehensive research has been completed in
Germany. Over 24 years the mass of insects collected by
monitoring traps in the Orbroicher Bruch nature reserve in
northwest Germany dropped by 78%.
The UK and US have suffered some of the biggest recorded
insect falls overall; however this is probably a result of
more intense studies than most places. Butterflies and
moths are among the worst hit. The number of
widespread butterfly species fell by 58% on farmed land in
England between 2000 and 2009. Bees have also been
seriously affected, with only half of the bumblebee species
found in Oklahoma in the US in 1949 being present in
2013. The number of honeybee colonies in the US was 6
million in 1947, but 3.5 million have been lost since then.

Plate 2: Orbroicher Bruch (German nature reserve) insect
population changes (Image credit: Verein Krefeld)

Why are we losing insects?
The recent research attributes intensive agriculture as the main driver for the insect population decline and particularly
the heavy use of pesticides. There is no one reason however for the decline. Urbanisation and climate change are also
identified by the report as reasons. In the tropics, where industrial agriculture is often not present, the rising
temperatures due to climate change are thought to be a significant factor in the decline. In this region there are species
that have adapted to very stable conditions and have little ability to change. Some opinions in the UK consider the
research has slightly overemphasised the role of pesticides and underplays climate change, as well as other unstudied
factors such as light pollution which might prove to be significant.
What we are doing to help insects during Army Basing Programme construction work
Our site landscaping plans at all garrisons help protect insect populations within and close to our working areas through
biodiversity enhancements; these include the creation of areas of shade and drought tolerant wildflower grassland. As
part of our bat conservation programme we have also minimised lighting in certain areas to create wildlife corridors and
enhance habitat connectivity. This and the extensive use of LED lighting which reduces unwanted light spill will benefit
insect populations.
Of special note have been the butterfly conservation initiatives directed by Mike Lockwood in and around Larkhill
garrison. There have been a series of voluntary working parties which have helped create habitats to encourage the
butterfly population. Work has included planting out cowslip seedlings, completing scrub clearance, cutting swathes
into rough grass and scallops into woodland. Plans are now being developed for further wildflower planting in an area
where a sewer diversion has recently been completed. Species have been carefully selected including Horseshoe Vetch,
Kidney Vetch and Bird’s-foot Trefoil to help support some of the rare blue butterflies that have suffered from loss of
habitat because of our construction activities at Purvis Lines.
Two butterfly monitoring transects were
maintained at Larkhill during 2018. With
additional recording from other parts of
the garrison these produced an impressive
total of 37 different species of butterfly
seen around Larkhill. To put this into
perspective, the review for a new guide on
the butterflies of Hertfordshire and
Middlesex could only claim 34 resident and
migrant species between the two counties!
One of the highlights of summer 2018 was
seeing the rare Brown Hairstreak on five
occasions in different locations across
Larkhill garrison between the end of
August and beginning of October.
Although eggs were discovered around the
garrison in 2013, it was not until 2017 that
an adult butterfly was first spotted. Over
100 eggs were found in 2018, all laid on
Cherry Plum bushes rather than the more
usual blackthorn which is scarce at Larkhill.
These Cherry Plum bushes had been
rescued from ABHGEN two years ago.

Plate 3: Adonis Blue on Horseshoe Vetch at Larkhill
Plate 4: Dingy Skipper on a Buttercup at Larkhill
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Plates 5-10: Brown Hairstreak identification
(photo credits: Butterfly Conservation (UK),
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This research and work is linked with UN Sustainable Development Goal (UN SDG) 15. More information
about the 17 UN SDGs can be found at: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300

