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Urban greenery boosts butterfly numbers

Researcher Tharaka S. Priyadarshana with Nanyang Technological University Associate
Professor Eleanor M. Slade. - Image: Research team

Lavanya Veeraraghavan

While urbanization is believed to be a global threat to biodiversity, Singapore's growing
urban greening could provide habitat for many species, a new study suggests.

Roadside greenery along Singapore's roads is beneficial to butterflies and provides
important pollination opportunities, the study found.

A study conducted by a team from Nanyang Technological University's Asian School of
the Environment has found that roadside plants can increase the number and diversity
of butterflies.



Striped Albatross butterfly. - Image: Research team

“In a rapidly evolving world, the best way to explore the potential for biodiversity is to
consider both the needs and the opportunities. My desire is to be involved in efforts to
strike a balance between the two. This study is part of that,” said ecologist Tharaka S.
Priyadarshana, first author of the study.

While many insect species help in pollination, the study highlights the need to protect
and care for butterflies as they are indicators of the ecosystem.

Although urban areas are fragmented and not like forests, butterflies are able to adapt
to new habitats in small green spaces.

The study was conducted at 101 roadsides with shrubs and non-native plant species
across Singapore to measure their abundance and richness.

The study was conducted on roads with different speed limits in different parts of the
city, with at least 30 metres of continuous vegetation, Mr Tharaka said.

Since butterflies prefer certain flower species, nectar-floral diversity, plant species
structure and their richness were all taken into account, he said.

He said that 1,320 nectar-feeding events were recorded by 56 butterfly species on a
total of 96 flower species, and that plant diversity and richness were the most important
factors, and that nectar was consumed the most.

He said that he hoped that the study would provide a clearer view of the complex
relationship between local habitats, landscape features and biodiversity.

Roadside plants are often perennial, not seasonally flowering native plants. Although
they are designed primarily for aesthetic purposes, the study also suggests that they
provide more stable nectar resources for butterflies.



“As part of the ‘City in Nature’ initiative, Singapore is implementing greening projects to
replicate the natural structure of forests and use them for wildlife. This research will
support these initiatives,” said Mr Tharaka.

“Although the current greening conditions are conducive to butterflies, they have not
been observed to lay eggs on these plants. They have also not been observed to restin
the gentle heat of ‘basking’,” he said.

Furthermore, it has been found that leaving roadside plants at naturally uneven heights,
rather than mowing them to a uniform height, can increase the number of butterflies.

“This may be because the plants growing at different heights create different
microclimates, which can affect the temperature, humidity and light penetration around
them,” said Mr Tharaka, first author of the study.

However, he said that these changes should be made with safety in mind, as roadsides
with tall plants can be a nuisance to motorists.

On the other hand, the study found that butterflies and their species are less abundant
on roads with high speed limits and high traffic density.

Fast-moving traffic increases the speed of the wind and pollutes it, which makes it
difficult for butterflies to find flowers, reducing the scent of flowers. It also increases the

chances of butterflies being killed by vehicles.

Thus, Mr Tharaka said that multi-purpose nature management, which takes into
account diverse needs and possibilities, is best in the midst of urbanization.
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