
The evidence is clear, 
the world is getting warmer.  In August, 
Arctic sea ice reached its all-time minimum, 
and there was almost a month of melting left 
before sea ice began to form again.  July was 
the hottest month ever for the United States.  
This is just the beginning of our much warmer 
future.

What does this mean for wildlife, and 
butterflies more specifically?  The most active 
butterfliers among us have probably noticed 
species they never used to see and might be 
missing species they remember from their 
younger days.   Certainly members of the 
well-organized Massachusetts Butterfly Club 

(MBC), a NABA chapter, have noticed some 
of these changes.  However, without data, it 
is difficult to separate these impressions of 
change from what’s really happening.  

But the MBC did something else too, 
which turned out to be extremely important.  
They made a plan to share all observations 
from trips made by club members, as well as 
trips made by interested non-members, via an 
email listserv.  The club then carefully audited 
these posts, sometimes after some discussion 
and, where possible, confirming species 
reports with digital photographs, and entered 
the reports into a formal electronic database.  

The MBC has diligently done this every 
year since 1992.   The observations weren’t 
complex, they contained only the most basic 
information:  what species were seen, how 
many, where they were seen, and the name 
of the person who saw them.  In short, a list. 
That’s it.

Other information was sporadically 
included.  Sometimes all the members of 
an observation party were listed, but mostly 
not.  Occasionally notes on the weather were 
included and sometimes moths or a bird 
were also listed. None of these details were 
consistently recorded.  How long people spent 
searching was rarely recorded.

Scientists often criticize the reliability 
and usefulness of the kinds of data the MBC 
collected. Their main criticism is that it is not 
consistently “effort controlled.”  In its simplest 
form, effort control means to always record 
how hard observers look.  This usually means 
recording how long someone searches and 
how much ground is covered while searching.  
More complex versions involve systematic 
search routines that are prescribed in advance 
such as fixed transects or Pollard Walks.  
Using traditional analysis approaches, good 
effort control makes the statistics much easier.

Shifting North: 
Warmer climates are changing 
the ranges of just about everything. 

by Greg Breed and Sharon Stichter

Over the 
past decade, 
Aphrodite 
Fritillary, 
a northern 

species, has 
experienced 
the greatest 
decline of 

any butterfly 
species in 

Massachusetts. 
This 

individual was 
photographed 

at Tully 
Lake Dam, 
Worcester 
County, on 

June 28, 2012.

Atlantis Fritillaries, butterflies of the north woods, are becoming scarcer in 
Massachusetts. This one was at Mount Greylock on July 11, 2009.
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