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Species name – 
common & scientific Lesser Butterfly Orchid – Platanthera bifolia 

Photograph 
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Taxon group Vascular plant - Orchidacea 

Conservation status NERC S.41.GB Red listed - IUCN Vulnerable, Eng Red listed - IUCN 
Endangered, Nationally & Dorset scarce. 

UK distribution 
Formerly widespread, Lesser Butterfly-orchid has disappeared from 75% 
of its recorded range in England. Strongholds remain in Cumbria, 
Dartmoor, Exmoor and Wessex, although the species is declining.  

Habitat associations 

Found in a wide range of habitats including heaths and grasslands (often 
where the soil fertility is naturally a little elevated), calcareous fens, 
scrub and woodland glades provided it is free from competition from 
more vigorous species. It occurs from sea-level up to 365m. 

BftB work carried out:  

Survey & Monitoring  

The one remaining Dorset site was surveyed annually between 2018 and 
2021. 
In addition, camera traps and moth traps were used to help identify 
pollinators.  
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Sites habitat 
management works 

A small, prescribed burn (0.2 ha) was carried out in 2019 over half of the 
occupied area.  
Following an increase in the number of flowering plants, as second 
controlled burn was carried out over a wider area (0.84ha) in 2020 to 
increase the area of suitable habitat and encourage cattle down into the 
mire to graze to maintain the improvement brought about by burning. 

Technical advice 
provision 

Ecological advice on future management was given to the site managers 
by BFTB staff and expert volunteers on a site visits, plus an information 
pack provided at end of project. Advice and training in carrying out 
prescribed burns at the site was provided to project partners as part by 
WildfireTAC. 

Links made with other 
taxa / conservation 
work? 

The second burn was designed both to encourage cattle into the Lesser 
Butterfly Orchid area and also down to the nearby fen/stream, where 
grazing and poaching will improve the habitat for BFTB species Southern 
Damselfly Coenagrion mercuriale, which is also present.  

Wider engagement & 
advocacy activities? 

Talks given to the Wild Purbeck Partnership, 16th European Heathland 
Workshop, Dorset Recorders, Dorset Flora Group and Bournemouth 
Natural Science Society provided information and raised awareness 
about Lesser Butterfly Orchid in Dorset.  
A factsheet was created for this species. 

BftB results obtained:  

Recorded Distribution 
(in BftB focal areas) 

In Dorset, Lesser Butterfly Orchid is known from one site on Hartland 
Moor.  
The management intervention resulted in the population spreading into 
an adjacent area (2 plants) 

Recorded Abundance of 
species populations 

 Abundance increased from 11 to 24 flowering plants as a consequence 
of conservation interventions. In addition,  non-flowering rosettes were 
recorded for the first time at the site, suggesting that new plants have 
germinated.   

Species Recovery Curve 
progress made 

1 – 8, species recovering (limited). Full recovery would require 
(re)colonisation of other sites . The start point is now considered to be 
an underestimate. 
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