
NABA’s Butterfly Count Program, including 
the 4th of July Counts, the 1st of July Counts, 
16th of September Counts and Seasonal 
Counts, is the largest (most geographically 
extensive) and longest running citizen-science 
butterfly monitoring program in existence, but 
it is not well known outside the community 
of butterfly enthusiasts and a small group of 
scientists focused on volunteer monitoring 
efforts.  This lack of exposure, coupled 
with limited data access has hampered its 
use in scientific research — or its access by 
the general public to learn more about the 
biodiversity and distribution of butterflies.   
But that is soon going to change.  

We are pleased to announce that, as part 
of a major grant from the National Science 
Foundation to the University of Maryland, a 
web-based interface is going to be developed 
to gain access to data summaries and 
visualizations of the NABA count data.  This 
four-year grant will support data management, 
visualization tools, and service to the general 
public and the scientific community.  The grant 
will also support research into developing the 
best statistical tools to extract information 
from butterfly monitoring programs. 

For almost 40 years, volunteers have been 
collecting data from survey sites throughout 
the US, Canada, and, more recently, in 
Mexico.    Even though data collected each 
year from 450-500 survey sites are made 
available in a count report book, this format is 

not amenable to easy digital data exploration 
(by the public or researchers), and the lack of 
a web-based format has hampered the NABA 
Counts use for scientific discovery.  

The situation in North America contrasts 
with that in Europe, where butterfly 
monitoring programs, which are much more 
well-known by both the public and the 
scientific community, have formed the basis 
of dozens of high-impact scientific papers that 
have furthered our understanding of biological 
responses to large-scale dynamics such as 
climate and land-use change.   But even 
in Europe, there is no web-enabled digital 
access to data and few basic visualizations or 
summaries available to the general public.

 This new project has the potential to 
greatly increase data access and visualization 
of NABA Count reports and this, in turn, 
will foster wider use of the data and also will 
expand data collection capacity.  

The project is headed by Leslie Ries 
and includes many collaborators, including 
Jeffrey Glassberg of NABA, Joseph JaJa and 
Mike Smorul of the new Socio-environmental 
Synthesis Center (www.SESYNC.org) and 
the Institute for Advanced Computer Studies 
(www.UMIACS.umd.edu), both part of the 
University of Maryland.  Partners on the 
statistical portion of the project include Bill 
Fagan of the University of Maryland and 
John Sauer of the Patuxent Wildlife Research 
Center (www.PWRC.usgs.gov), which is a 

global leader in the analysis of biodiversity 
monitoring data.

This project is part of a multi-tiered effort 
to develop a series of tools to collect, manage, 
and serve data resulting from the growing 
number of programs to monitor butterflies 
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that are powered by networks of dedicated 
volunteers.  The primary goal of this new 
effort is make those data available to the 
general public (the main collectors of these 
data) and the scientific community who have 
been increasingly recognizing the value of 
these programs to track large-scale changes 
in biodiversity.  While the data management 
portion of this project focuses largely on the 
NABA count program, there will also be an 
effort to make tools available to regional 
programs, such as the count programs in 
Illinois and Ohio.  One possibility is for data 
summaries to be made available through trend 
graphs and maps (see illustration at left) and 
other potential interfaces.   

 We hope to release the visualization and 
data access tools in the next 18 months to two 
years and, as planning begins to identify the 
specific features to be included, we would love 
to get as much feedback from the community 
of butterfly enthusiasts as I can.  What would 
YOU most like to see in a web-interface to 
access the NABA data that has been collecting 
over the past 40 years and into the future?  
Would you most like to know what species are 
common in your area — and when?  Would 
you be more interested the rarest species? Are 
you more interested in large-scale patterns 
(like those illustrated at left)?  Would you be 
most excited about the possibility of tracking 
real-time flights or unusual sightings?   

Although there are some constraints to 
what can be done under the auspices of this 
project, there is also a latitude to expand 
beyond the bounds of the original proposal.   
Now is a great time to hear from you, the 
community of butterfly enthusiasts, about 
the technological functions and features you 
would most like to see.  What are the tools that 
you think would allow you to best learn and, 
more importantly, to interact with a stream of 
incoming butterfly data.  Dream big!

Please take this opportunity to give us 
your thoughts, opinions, and “wish list”  to 
springer@naba.org.  We look forward to 
hearing from you!

A potential visualization tool for NABA 
count data.  Users would be able to choose 
to visualize data from spring, summer, or fall 
surveys.  Points on the map indicate survey 
locations and the size of each point indicates 
species abundances at that site in that year.  
Users could use a drag bar (shown along the 
bottom) to change which year’s map is visible 
— and graphs, separated by region, would 
show how abundances have changed through 
time.  This is only one possibility under 
consideration as a visualization tool, and we’d 
love to hear suggestions about what format 
you would find to be most useful.
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