
Do Butterflies Matter?
While creating the initial exhibits for the 
Visitors Pavilion at the National Butterfly 
Center, the recent and tragic demise of Miami 
Blues (see page 4) has been on my mind.  One 
of the exhibits — the first one actually — will 
be entitled “Why Care About Butterflies?”  

The exhibit tries to draw visitors into 
making the connection between people 
and butterflies, showing how an interest in 
butterflies is good for the well-being of the 
individual, and how butterflies are connected 
to plants, which themselves are connected to 
the earth.  The idea is that if we can provide 
enough natural habitat to save most butterflies, 
we can save ourselves, because these natural 
areas will provide the clean air and water 
needed for people to survive. 

Obviously, to me, and to most, if not all, 
NABA members, butterflies and the natural 
world are very important.  Each loss affects 
us deeply and diminishes our world.  But, if 
we’re honest, we have to admit that many 
people — probably a majority of the general 
public — really just aren’t that into nature.  
And, with the percentage of people who live 
in urban areas steadily increasing and with 
computer/video related games and activities 
displacing traditional childhood outdoor 
activities, the percentage of people connected 
to nature seems destined to decrease even 
further.

The terrible downside to this indifference 
is that it has led to the wholesale destruction 
of natural habitats throughout the world and to 
the disappearance of butterflies, such as Miami 
Blues (see page 4) and other butterflies (see 
page 16).   Worse, it seems highly likely that 
over the next 100 years most of the current 
species of animals and plants will disappear 
from this planet.  

The depauperate fauna and flora remaining 
is likely to consist mainly of  widespread, 
weedy species that have made their peace with 

the human race, plants such as dandelions 
(which, by the way, I like) and animals such 
as rats, House Sparrows and Cabbage Whites 
(I love the latter species).  Or, maybe there 
will be nothing left.  I can’t remember seeing 
any remnants of nature at all in the visually 
stunning, (sort-of) science fiction movie, the 
“Fifth Element.”  

If the only birds left in the United States 
were American Robins, Blue Jays and House 
Sparrows; and if the only butterflies left 
were Cabbage Whites, Monarchs and tiger 
swallowtails, very few people would notice 
any difference — and even fewer would care.  

So, the question is, “Is the indifference to 
the future of the natural world, by the majority 
of people, a short-sighted, misguided view 
that will lead to major calamities for their 
descendents? or are butterflies just a trifle, 
whose loss will be passionately felt by a small 
number of people but which will not have any 
real negative effects upon future generations?”

Personally, because I think that the chance 
for a rosy future for humans is inextricably 
linked to the future of butterflies and the 
natural world, I believe that we have a 
responsibility to convince others to become 
involved with nature, working to stave off a 
looming disaster.  

But, while I, along with many others, 
believe that continued flights of butterflies are 
critical to the long-term well-being of people, 
I hope that I am wrong.   Because if the 
presence of extensive natural areas that would 
support butterflies and other wildlife is critical 
to the future survival of the human race, then 
we may be doomed.  Unless we can save 
enough butterflies to save ourselves.
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