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Except for wetlands, sand/coastal plains, and some thin-soiled mountain tops, extensive tracts of open herbaceous 

vegetation have probably not been part of the Northeastern landscape since shortly after the last glaciation. Human 

activity, initially in relation to agriculture and subsequently associated with gardens and landscaping, has created the 

largest blocks of Northeastern fields. To a substantial degree, these are botanically novel lands and are unlike the 

herbaceous areas that most species have co-existed with during the past millennia. They include both native plants and 

numerous introduced exotics. This situation is distinct from the case further west where prairie forms a native grassland 

or in Europe where grasslands have been a major part of the land’s habitat mosaic for thousands of years.  

Our fields can nonetheless harbor “prairie birds” whose occurrence is more dependent on the structural, rather than 

botanical, similarities between our fields and the Prairies. Butterflies, on the other hand, are ‘looking for’ more exact 

botanical similarity due to the intricate evolutionary interactions of caterpillars and their food plant. Non-native plants 

are used by adults as nectar sources, but the caterpillars of only a few species have expanded their diets to include these 

newly-abundant plants. 

Given this context, as we think about the management of our openlands for butterflies, it is useful to split the butterfly 

species into several ecological groups. (These groups are just based on personal observations in and around Columbia 

County and a review of the literature – they are very ‘soft’ groups, and some species can arguably be placed in several 

different classes). The proposed categories are the following: 

1) Visitors who raise their caterpillars elsewhere but which, as adults, take advantage of the nectar resources of 

fields.  

2) Butterflies of Intensively Managed Fields and Lawns whose caterpillars feed on widespread field crops or field 

weeds (e.g., alfalfa, vetch, mustards). 

3) Butterflies of Old Fields and Mature Hayfields whose caterpillars feed on non-grass herbaceous plants or on an 

array of grasses and which thus occur in and around hay fields and old fields (Pearl Crescent and Eastern Tailed 

Blue are two of the most common examples). Some of these (e.g., Common Wood Nymph, Common Ringlet) 

seem to show some association with scattered woody vegetation and semi-savannah conditions. 

4) Butterflies of Dry, Thin-soiled Fields and Openings whose caterpillars feed primarily on native grasses and 

which, prior to extensive modifications of grassland habitats, occurred in those dry hilltop or sand plain habitats; 

some of these are ‘prairie butterflies’ which are abundant in Midwestern prairies (e.g. Leonard’s Skipper and 

Delaware Skipper), others seem to be more species of savannahs and dry woodland openings (e.g., Cobweb 

Skipper and Little Wood Satyr). They are now perhaps most common on semi-exhausted pastures and hayfields. 

5) Wetland butterflies whose caterpillars are often sedge eaters.  

6) Riparian butterflies found primarily along the edges and open banks of streams and rivers. The caterpillars of 

these species feed upon plants such as Nettles, Elms and Hackberry which favor these areas.  

The ecological groupings of the openland butterfly species were derived from an analysis of more than 350 such surveys 

done primarily on current or former farmland around Columbia County. The habitat of each survey site was grossly 

characterized, and then average species counts and percent occurrence was calculated for each habitat. The habitat 

categories showing the highest counts and occurrences for each species were identified. This was a crude analysis but 

together with consideration of personal observations and reference to the literature may provide a working 

categorization. 



Table 1 lists many of the local butterflies falling into each of the ecological groups. This is a regional list of openland 

butterflies – habitat affinities vary in other areas and forest butterflies are not considered. A few additional species have 

been left off of this list because they are relatively uncommon and because in the literature and in our observations 

their preferences were not distinct.  The table also provides information on regional trends derived from a survey of the 

historic literature together with official conservation status and select ecological information for easy reference. 

It is easy to consider all fields as roughly homogeneous, cultural habitat. In fact, from a butterfly’s perspective, farm 

fields can vary radically in quality. In a landscape that still has a large agricultural component (the County is currently 

about 20% openland) understanding the ecological nuances of different field types can be important for conservation 

planning. Certain of these field types (e.g., wet open meadows and dry, thin-soiled fields) have high conservation value 

for butterflies and plants, and yet they play only a secondary agricultural role. Direct recompense to farmers for the 

maintenance of such fields may be appropriate. 

 Conversely, we should be clear about the relatively low conservation value of intensively managed crop fields and 

lawns. While crop fields play a central role in our food system and asking them to also provide direct conservation 

benefits may be unrealistic, lawns are a matter of fashion and effort should be focused on encouraging the conversion of 

lawns into ecologically more valuable openland types. Observations of two local examples of residential openlands 

which have been managed for native plant species have demonstrated the potentially high value of such lawn 

alternatives for native butterflies. 

Agriculture is changing in the County, and the trend is for smaller, more intensive, market-vegetable farms. 

Simultaneously, residential development is increasing. In the face of these changes, an understanding and appreciation 

of the potential conservation value of openland habitats is becoming increasingly important. 

 

Thanks to Harry Zirlin and Sacha Spector for initial discussions of these ideas; partial funding for this analysis was 

provided by Scenic Hudson. 
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