
PRESTWOOD NATURE LADYBIRD SURVEY 

RESULTS FOR THE INITIAL YEAR 2008 

 

The ladybird survey was started in 2008 with the intention of repeating 

it annually in order to monitor changes in ladybird populations over time, 

in much the same way as the butterfly transect.  Populations of insects 

respond quickly to environmental changes (e.g. climate, pollution) and are 

thus a good indication of environmental quality.  Both butterflies and 

ladybirds are totally dependent on plants (the caterpillars of butterflies 

feed on them, the larvae and adults of most ladybirds feed on aphids that 

are themselves restricted to plants). 

 Three volunteers were trained in the identification of different 

species of ladybird and issued with colour charts to assist them.  The 

areas they monitored were their own gardens, where ladybirds are 

generally common and which the volunteers could regularly monitor 

without having to travel.  The survey has two parts.  One is a diary of 

sightings of ladybirds by day, with no attempt to search actively or to 

count numbers.  This is continued through the year.  The other comprises 

a 20-minute exploration of the garden, once a fortnight, undertaken 

whenever possible in optimal conditions (warm, sunny), total numbers of 

each species being recorded.  This lasts from April to September (the 

main active season for ladybirds). 

 At the time the survey was started ladybirds were potentially 

under two threats.  One was the poor summer of 2007 that reduced 

populations of most insects (and was to be repeated in 2008).  The other 

was the recent spread and expansion of the large alien Harlequin 

Ladybird, which is capable not only of feeding on aphids but also on the 

larvae of other ladybirds. 

 In the event, one or other of these threats was undoubtedly 

crucial in 2008, because numbers of ladybirds were far below any in 

recent experience.  In most weeks our volunteers could find no ladybirds 

at all.  In the fortnightly searches one volunteer found none at all, one 

found two in the second half of April, and the third found one in the 

middle of May and two around the beginning of June.  At other times one 

volunteer only saw a single ladybird (late June), another had five sightings 

in April and early July only, and the third 11 sightings spread from May to 

September.  Each time these were singletons apart from two specimens 

seen in mid-July.  These numbers (only 18 individuals seen altogether the 

whole year) are too low to establish any sort of pattern and do no more 

than illustrate the rarity of these beetles in 2008. 

 The picture becomes bleaker when we look at the types of ladybird 

seen.  The most frequent (8 individuals) was the Harlequin, the species 

that may be a threat to other ladybirds.  Next was the 2-spot (7), of 

which all but one were the “melanic” variety which is mainly black with 

four red spots.  Melanism is sometimes a response to lower temperatures 



(as black is better at absorbing heat), and this may explain its greater 

frequency this year, as they are not usually as common as the normal 

type.  Only four 7-spots were seen, usually by far the commonest of the 

more obvious ladybirds.  This large species (our largest until the 

Harlequin came along) depends on a plentiful supply of aphids and the 

weather seems to have depressed populations of its prey.  Two 14-spots 

were seen and one 16-spot (our two common yellow-and-black species).  

These are usually as abundant as the 7-spots, although much smaller and 

therefore less conspicuous.  One other species was seen, recorded as an 

11-spot, but this may have been a mistaken identification, as it was not 

confirmed and has not reliably been recorded for this area. 

 My casual observations over the summer in the countryside 

confirmed the general absence of ladybirds of all kinds, with even the 

harlequins being less numerous than in 2007, but if I saw anything it was 

almost always a harlequin.  It will be interesting to see how populations 

come back next year if we get better weather.  Let’s hope this year was a 

low point and we come to document the recovery of this most popular of 

our beetles. 

 Thanks to our volunteers: Susan Devlin, George Lewis and Val 

Marshall.  We could with more volunteers to obtain more substantial 

figures – what could be more delightful and less arduous than strolling 

around the garden and contributing to scientific knowledge at the same 

time?         Tony Marshall 


