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Grundy, D. 2008. The Argent & Sable Moth ( Rheumaptera hastata ) in Staffordshire 
2007. 
 
Butterfly Conservation Report No. SO8-21  
  
1. Summary  
 

This survey has been commissioned by Butterfly Conservation to look for the United 
Kingdom Biodiversity Action Plan (UKBAP) Priority Species, Argent & Sable 
Rheumaptera hastata in Staffordshire (UKBAP website, 2008) and to draw up 
management guidelines for rides in Burnt Wood. 
 
The species was found to have apparently healthy populations at six Staffordshire 
sites in 2006. In 2007 despite thorough searches at four sites larvae were only found 
at one site.  
 
1.1. Report Findings:  

 
(a) Nine Adult Argent & Sable moths were recorded at Burnt Wood and Swynnerton 

Old Park in 2007. 
(b) Larvae could not be found at Burnt Wood or Bishops Wood in 2007. 
(c) Six larvae were found at Swynnerton Old Park in 2007. 
(d) Additionally, one site in Shropshire (Hodnet Heath) was also searched but no 

larvae were found. 
     
1.2. Report Recommendations:  
 

(a) The continuation of Argent & Sable monitoring is required over the next five 
years to determine the size and distribution of the populations at the four main 
North Staffordshire sites and compare these with populations for Cannock 
Chase. 

(b) At Burnt Wood, the landowner should follow the detailed ride-side management 
plan as outlined in this report to benefit Argent & Sable and other Lepidoptera 
species. 

(c) Similar ride-side management plans should be drawn up for all the other 
Staffordshire woodlands which are known to support this UK BAP Priority moth. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 - 5 -   
 

 

2. Introduction   
 
The Argent & Sable moth Rheumaptera hastata is a United Kingdom Biodiversity Action 
Plan (UKBAP) Priority Species and is classified as Nationally Notable B (see Waring, 
Townsend & Lewington 2003). The species used to occur throughout most of Britain, 
except East Anglia, Eastern Wales, the Southern Uplands and some parts of North West 
Scotland. However, it has since declined dramatically throughout most of its range. The 
species’ stronghold now appears to be in western Scotland with few sites left in England 
and Wales. In England and Wales, the Staffordshire populations of the species are 
important. The species occurs in open woodland with Birch Betula spp. and Willow Salix 
spp. re-growth and in more open grassland where Bog Myrtle Myrica gale is present. 
Larvae are known to feed on Silver Birch Betula pendula, Downy Birch Betula 
pubescens and Willows (usually from 0.3 to 1.4 metres in height) and M. gale (as 
reported in Waring, Townsend & Lewington (2003) and other sources). Bog Myrtle is not 
known to be used as a food plant in Staffordshire.  
 
2.1. Current Status in Staffordshire, Shropshire an d Cheshire  
 
A total of 7 sites for Argent & Sable are now known in Staffordshire (see Grundy, 2005b 
and 2007a) and are as follows; 
Burnt Wood, Bishops Wood, Maer Hills, Swynnerton Old Park (also known as the 
Hanchurch Hills) held the main populations. Smaller populations were present at Little 
Bishops Wood, The Folley and Chartley Moss.  
All the main four sites had good numbers of larvae and / or adults in 2006. 
There were no known records for Cannock Chase after 1979 (Emley and Warren, 2001 
and West Midlands BC Mapmate database, 2008) until three were recorded in 2007 
(Green, 2008). 
 
Shropshire known sites in 2005/6 were; 
Wem Moss and at the Fenn’s, Whixall and Bettisfield Mosses complex (Boardman, 
2005, 2006). Also the species was present at a privately owned site in Shropshire. 
 
There is one known site nearby in Cheshire (T. Colshaw – pers. comm.), where at least 
one adult was recorded in 2005. 
 
3. Project Aims:  
 

·  To draw up a ride side management rotation map for Burnt Wood based on 
current knowledge of Argent & Sable at this site. 

·  To search recently managed areas of Burnt Wood (carried out by Forestry 
Commission to benefit Argent & Sable) to determine if they are being utilised by 
Argent & Sable adults or larvae and other areas of Burnt Wood for this moth. 

·  To draw together a report based on this survey and findings. 
·  To use this survey information to aid future management of nearby Argent & 

Sable sites with similar habitat. 
 

4. Recording Methods  
 
.Suitable habitat for Argent & Sable is open recently coppiced or clear-felled / re-planted 
clearings or wide sunny rides in woodland, with regenerating Betula spp. up to 1.4 
metres in height (Green, 2004). Survey work consisted of walking in random fashion 
across this habitat or along tracks adjacent to suitable habitat. 
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Larval searches also concentrated on suitable habitat areas, looking at birch Betula spp. 
And willow Salix spp. Saplings, mostly at heights up to 2 metres. Suitable areas were 
searched by eye and by hand for folded Betula spp. and Salix spp. leaves, that might be 
inhabited by larvae in typical larval spinnings (see Grundy, 2003, 2005a, 2005b, 2007, 
2007a). 
 
Where evidence of presence of Argent & Sable larvae was recorded, measurements 
were taken of larval condition, instar, grid reference, local habitat, height of larva, tree 
height, position of leaf on tree and type of leaf-spinning or fold to assess more fully the 
species’ micro-habitat needs (see Appendix 2). Evidence of presence was taken by the 
author as meaning presence of larvae live or dead or of feeding damage and spinning of 
leaves.  
Larval surveying was at: 
22/7/07 – Cresswell Piece, Staffordshire (and also Hodnet Heath in Shropshire) with J. 
Joy. 
1/8/07 – Bishops Wood and Burnt Wood 
24/8/07 – Swynnerton Old Park. 
 
5. Results  
 
5.1. Adult Searches  
 
Three adult Argent & Sable were recorded at Burnt Wood and six at Swynnerton Old 
Parks on 4/6/07 (see Appendix 1 for details of these and other species recorded). The 
main target of this survey was to search for larvae and not for adults and therefore no 
detailed analysis can be made of adult numbers seen over the years. 
 
5.2. Larval Searches  
 
Larval searches used techniques as described above and results are given in Appendix 
2. Survey work in 2007 concentrated in the areas of the sites likely to yield the highest 
number of larvae. Totals of larvae were recorded at sites as in the table below. Figures 
in brackets are totals for 2006, where available. Less time was spent looking for larvae in 
2007 and weather conditions were also unfavourable for the survey work 
  
Site Live Larvae Parasitised Dead Larvae Empty Leav es 
Private Site 0 0 0 0 
Cresswell Piece 0 0 0 0 
Burnt Wood 0 (1) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (4) 
Bishops Wood 0 (10) 0 (1) 0 (3) 0 (31) 
Swynnerton Old 
Park 

3 (4) 1 (0) 0 (0) 5 (21) 

Totals 3 (15) 1 (1) 0 (3) 5 (56) 
 
Parasitised larvae, as recorded by the author in the table above, were larvae that had 
died or were dying through being parasitised. Dead larvae were larvae that appeared to 
have died from other causes. Empty leaves were those showing signs of Argent & Sable 
feeding damage and spinning, but with no larvae present. 
Three larval feeding signs were recorded on Silver Birch and five larval feeding signs 
were found on Downy Birch. None were found on willow.  In 2007,  
numbers of larvae recorded were so low that conclusions on foodplant choice, age 
ranges, leaf choice, and fold types etc was not possible. 
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The two coppice plots cut specifically for Argent & Sable by the Forestry Commission 
alongside ride A at Burnt Wood were surveyed for larvae. These were sites B and C as 
in Appendix 2. Site B was clear-felled as a coppice plot, while treatment for site C was 
the same, but planted oak trees in tree tubes were left standing. Both of these small 
sites were surveyed in detail, but no larvae were found. 
 
6. Conclusions and Discussion  
 
Population surveys in Shropshire and Staffordshire in 2005 and 2006 appeared to 
confirm this area as the stronghold for the species in England and Wales (see Grundy, 
2007a and Boardman, 2005 and 2006 for details).  
 
The complex of seven sites for the species all situated close together in North 
Staffordshire should be of major significance to the species’ survival in England and 
Wales. Bishops Wood is 0.5km south of the nearest part of the Burnt / Little Bishops 
Wood complex. Burnt Wood is 4km south west of the Maer Hills, with a few small woods 
in between. The Maer Hills site is 3km west of the Swynnerton Old Park site (also 
referred to as Hanchurch Hills). The Folly is less than 1km west of Burnt Wood.  
 
Records of adults were at about normal levels for the past few years, when visited on 
4/6/07. However, larval searches were disappointing. Bishops Wood, Burnt Wood and 
Hodnet Heath in Shropshire were all known to be sites for the species and for larval 
survey. In the author’s experience, larvae should have been found in the time spent 
searching these three sites but none were found.. The target of this report and survey 
work were to relate larval results with ride-side management at Burnt Wood, but 
unfortunately the lack of larvae recorded at the site has meant this was not possible. 
Swynnerton Old Parks was surveyed at a later date to test whether the species had 
been possibly lost from all sites in the area and although the numbers of larvae at that 
site were not high, the species is still present in this complex. The recommendations as 
made below for ride management at Burnt Wood to benefit Argent & Sable and create 
suitable habitat are still valid as these will help other Lepidoptera species.  Argent & 
Sable is also a species which is known to have ‘boom and bust’ population cycles and 
therefore it is anticipated that it may be seen at Burnt Wood in good numbers again in 
the near future. 
 
The apparent drop in numbers in 2007 could be due toa) the very poor, cold and wet 
summer weather of 2007 (and therefore this could just be a temporary drop in the 
population) or b)  part of the national decline that appears to have happened across 
most sites in England and Wales (and is much more worrying). The triggers for this 
general decline are more difficult to determine, but could be affected by factors such as 
climate, parasitism and habitat management on many sites. Habitat management should 
not be the problem in North Staffordshire, as, with the possible exception of Burnt Wood, 
there is still plenty of suitable habitat in the area. 
 
7. Recommendations for the Future  
 
7.1. Ride Management Proposals for Burnt Wood  
 
All the rides marked in red on the maps hold suitable habitat for the species or potential 
suitable habitat for the species.  
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Figure 1 – Burnt Wood Ride Management Map - West 
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Figure 2 – Burnt Wood Ride Management Map - East 
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The Argent & Sable larvae are usually found on low coppiced, planted or self-seeded 
Silver Birch Betula pendula, Downy Birch Betula pubescens and willows Salix spp. 
(thought to be Grey Willow Salix cinerea). Ideal heights for larvae are up to 150 to 
200cms, but can be found much higher (as high as 500cms has been recorded). All 
these foodplants have been used at Burnt Wood, though Silver Birch is the most 
frequently used. It is therefore proposed that the ideal method for keeping populations of 
the Argent & Sable along these rides is to maintain a succession of birch and willow 
growth by coppicing growth on an eight year cycle with cutting every other year. Ride-
sides are therefore proposed to be cut in years 1, 3, 5 and 7, with every ride edge being 
cut every eight years. Cutting should be to ground level from the track edge to a distance 
of 5 metres. Ride-edges should always be cut to 5 metres wide on each side of the 
track. However, occasionally very good broadleaved woodland habitat is encountered 
and in these cases, no cutting is proposed – as on the map. In some cases where this 
occurs then it is proposed to cut the other side of the track to a width of 10 metres, to 
compensate for this (this is again marked on the map). Cutting should be carried out 
between October and March only. Ride-edges should not be cut parallel to track edges, 
but should be cut in a series of ‘scallops’, so that ride-edge habitat will actually be from 3 
to 10 metres wide. This method of cutting will produce sheltered sunny bays favoured by 
this species and also other invertebrate species.  
Electricity lines through the wood also provide quite good habitat for the moth, but of 
course need to be cut to safety requirements for the lines. If possible these corridors 
should only be cut every other year, or ideally every third year to allow more 
regeneration of Birch and Willow. 
 
7.1.1. Ride Management Proposals for Each Ride  
 
All rides that are proposed for management are marked in red and labelled A to K. Each 
ride edge is 5 metres wide unless stated otherwise. 
 
Ride A  = approximately 0.8kms.   Northern edge, western two thirds (mostly older Scots 

Pine and Larch etc.), cut as soon as possible. 
                                                        Northern edge, eastern third (young Birch, Oak etc.), 

cut late in cycle. 
                                                        South edge, cut in middle of cycle. 
Ride B  = approximately 0.5kms.   North edge, (quality oak woodland), no cutting. 
                                                       South edge, western third, (quality Oak woodland), no 

cutting. 
                                                       South edge, eastern two thirds(older Corsican Pine), 

cut as soon as possible and 10 metres wide. 
Ride C = approx. 0.25kms.  Both sides look good at the moment, allow to grow then cut 

again late in cycle. 
Ride D = approx. 0.25kms.  Both sides look good at the moment, allow to grow then cut 

again late in cycle. 
Ride E = approx. 0.4kms.    North edge looks good at the moment, cut late in cycle. 
                                              South edge, (older Corsican Pine), cut as soon as possible. 
Ride F = approx. 0.45kms.  North edge, (conifer, 91/94), cut in middle of cycle. 
                                              South edge, western third, (conifer, 91/94), cut in middle of 

cycle. 
                                              South edge, eastern two thirds, (older Scots Pine), cut as 

soon as possible. 
Ride G = approx. 0.35kms.  West edge, southern half, (older Pine), cut as soon as 

possible. 
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                                              West edge, northern half, (quality Oak woodland), no 
cutting. 

                                              East edge, southern half, (young Corsican Pine etc), cut 
late in cycle. 

                                              East edge, northern half, (young conifers etc.), cut late in 
cycle and 10 metres wide. 

Ride H = approx. 0.3kms.    Electricity line, both sides quite good, continue current 
maintenance for safety, but cut every 3 years if possible. 

Ride J = approx. 0.5kms.     Electricity line, both sides quite good, continue current 
maintenance for safety, but cut every 3 years if possible. 

Ride K  = approx. 0.25kms.  Electricity line, both sides quite good, continue current 
maintenance for safety, but cut every 3 years if possible. 

Ride I = approx. 0.3kms.     West edge, cut late in cycle.  
 
7.1.2. Ride Management Proposals by Year  
 
Turning the above proposals into an eight year cycle and as marked on the map; 
 
Year 1 = Ride E, south edge x 0.4kms. 
                Ride G, west edge, south half x 0.175kms. 
                Ride F, south edge x 0.3kms. 
                Ride B, south edge, east two thirds x 0.4kms. (10 metres wide) 
 
Year 3 = Ride A, north edge, west two thirds x 0.6kms.  
                Ride G, east edge, south half x 0.15kms. 
                Ride G, east edge, north half x 0.2kms. (10 metres wide) 
 
Year 5 = Ride C, both sides x 0.25kms. 
                Ride D, west edge x 0.25kms. 
                Ride F, north edge x 0.45kms. 
                Ride F, south edge, west third x 0.15kms. 
                Ride A, south edge x 0.8kms. 
 
Year 7 = Ride E, north edge x 0.4kms. 
                Ride D, east edge x 0.25kms. 
                Ride A, north edge, east third x 0.2kms. 
                Ride I, west edge, x 0.3kms. 
 
Electricity Lines  = Ride H, both sides x 0.3kms. 
                                 Ride J, both sides x 0.5kms. 
                                 Ride K, both sides x 0.25kms. 
 
All the above are proposals to benefit the Argent & Sable Moth, but are of course open 
for discussion and to fit in with management proposals for the benefit of timber 
extraction, recreation etc.  The proposals are as recommended by the author, using his 
knowledge of the species and its requirements.  
Similar ride management proposals would be appropriate for the other three major North 
Staffordshire sites for the species. 
 
7.2. Recommendations for Survey  
 
These Staffordshire sites were demonstrated to be very important to this UKBAP Priority 
species in Britain in 2006. But worryingly there has been an apparent large decline in the 
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area in 2007. it is important that detailed surveys of the moth continue in 2008. An 
assessment of population size and distribution at all four of the major sites where the 
moth was recorded in 2006 is needed. 
 
Resources on a landscape-scale need to go into linking the four key sites of Bishops and 
Burnt Woods, Swynnerton Old Park and Maer Hills, with stepping-stones and corridors 
of suitable woodland habitat in between. Also links to Cannock Chase need to be 
considered. 
 
All of the above needs careful monitoring as the Argent & Sable is still potentially one of 
the most important UKBAP priority wildlife species in Staffordshire, at a national and 
regional level.  
 
8. Acknowledgements  
 
To Butterfly Conservation for commissioning this very important work through the 
Regional Officer, Jenny Joy.  
To local enthusiast and West Midlands Butterfly Conservation branch member John 
Bryan for his hard work in locating adults and larvae on sites in Staffordshire where the 
moth had not been recorded for 10 years or more.  
To the Forestry Commission and in particular Roger Wilson for help with access and site 
maps for Burnt Wood, Bishops Wood and the Hanchurch Hills (Swynnerton Old Parks). 
To Staffordshire Wildlife Trust and in particular Dave Cadman for providing access 
details for Burnt Wood. 
To Craig Slawson of the Staffordshire Ecological Record Centre for providing details of 
site status and maps.  
To David Emley, county recorder for Staffordshire, for giving details of past records in 
Staffordshire 
 
9. Bibliography and References  
 
Boardman, P. 2005. Project to Carry out Larval Searches for Argent & Sable Moth 
(Rheumaptera Hastata) at Fenn’s, Whixall & Bettisfield Mosses NNR & Wem Moss NNR 
– 2005. Unpublished report for English Nature and Butterfly Conservation..  
Boardman, P. 2006. The Argent and Sable Moth (Rheumaptera hastate) in North 
Shropshire 2006. Butterfly Conservation, Wareham. Butterfly Conservation Report SO7-
05. 
Bradley, J.D., 2000. Checklist of Lepidoptera Recorded from the British Isles. Second 
(revised) edition. Bradley & Bradley, Fordingbridge. 
Emley, D. W.  and Warren, R. G., 2001. The Larger Moths of Staffordshire. 
Staffordshire Ecological Record, Wolseley Bridge.  
Green, D., 2001a. The Argent & Sable Rheumaptera hastata hastata (Linnaeus, 1758) 
An investigation into larval autecology. Butterfly Conservation, Wareham. Butterfly 
Conservation Report No. S00-17. 
Green, D., 2001b. The Argent & Sable Rheumaptera hastata hastata (Linnaeus, 1758) 
Investigations into larval autecology. 2001 Butterfly Conservation, Wareham. Butterfly 
Conservation Report No. S01-51. 
Green, D., 2002. The Argent & Sable Rheumaptera hastata hastata (Linnaeus, 1758) 
Investigations into larval autecology. 2002 Butterfly Conservation, Wareham. Butterfly 
Conservation Report No. S02-20. 
Green, D., 2003a. Management Guidelines for the Argent & Sable Moth Rheumaptera 
hastata hastata in Lowland Woodland. Butterfly Conservation, Wareham. Butterfly 



 - 13 -   
 

 

Conservation (written as information for the Action for Threatened Moths Project - 
unpublished). 
Green, D., 2003b. The Argent & Sable Rheumaptera hastata (Linnaeus, 1758) Dossier 
of post 1980 sites in Wales. Butterfly Conservation, Wareham. Butterfly Conservation 
Report No. S03-33. 
Green, D., 2004. The Argent & Sable Rheumaptera hastata hastata (Linnaeus, 1758): 
Investigations into larval autecology 2003. Butterfly Conservation, Wareham. Butterfly 
Conservation Report No. S04-17. 
Green, D., 2006. The Argent & Sable moth Rheumaptera hastata (Linnaeus, 1758) 
Cannock Chase Country Park Survey 2006. Butterfly Conservation, Wareham. Butterfly 
Conservation Report No. S06-39. 
Green, D.. 2008. Argent & Sable Rheumaptera hastate and Welsh Clearwing 
Synanthedon scoliaeformis (Borkhausen, 1789) Cannock Chase Surveys 2007. Butterfly 
Conservation, Wareham. Butterfly Conservation Report No. SO8-13. 
Grundy, D., 2003. A Brief Study of the Drab Looper Minoa murinata and Argent and 
Sable Rheumaptera hastata Moths in the Wyre Forest, Shropshire and Worcestershire – 
2003. Report for the Forestry Commission (internal report). 
Grundy, D., 2005a. A Pilot Study of the Drab Looper moth Minoa murinata in the Wyre 
Forest, Shropshire and Worcestershire – 2004. (with Brief Notes on the Argent and 
Sable Rheumaptera hastata)  English Nature and the Forestry Commission (internal 
report). 
Grundy, D., 2005b. A Brief Study of the Argent & Sable Rheumaptera hastata moth in 
Staffordshire, 2005. Butterfly Conservation, Wareham. Butterfly Conservation Report No. 
S05-47. 
Grundy, D., 2007. A Larval Search for the Argent & Sable Moth Rheumaptera hastata in 
the Wyre Forest – 2006. Unpublished report for Natural England. 
Grundy, D., 2007a. The Argent & Sable Moth (Rheumaptera hastate) in Staffordshire 
2006. Butterfly Conservation, Wareham. Butterfly Conservation Report No. SO7-17. 
Kirby, P., 2001. Habitat Management for Invertebrates: a Practical Handbook. Joint 
Nature Conservation Committee. 
Porter, J., 1997. The Colour Identification Guide to Caterpillars of the British Isles. 
Viking Books, London. 
Thomas, K., 2007. Lepidoptera Conservation Bulletin Number 8, April 2006 – March 
2007. Butterfly Conservation, Wareham. 
Waring, P., Townsend, M. and Lewington, R.,  2003 Field Guide to the Moths of Great 
Britain and Ireland. British Wildlife Publishing, Rotherwick, Hook.   
Wigglesworth, T., Davis, T. and Parsons, M., 2005. Lepidoptera Conservation Bulletin 
No. 6. Butterfly Conservation, Wareham.   
 
UKBAP website, 2008. www.ukbap.org.uk Joint Nature Conservation Committee. 
West Midlands Butterfly Conservation Branch, 2008. Mapmate Lepidoptera 
Database for the West Midlands Region. Mapmate. 
 
 
 


