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“Insects make up about two-thirds of all life on Earth [but] there has been some kind of horrific decline. We appear 
to be making vast tracts of land inhospitable to most forms of life, and are currently on course for ecological 
Armageddon.If we lose the insects then everything is going to collapse.” Professor Dave Goulson, Sussex University 
and author of the best-selling A sting in the tail and A buzz in the meadow

Why insect decline matters

We shouldn’t panic at Insectaggedon headlines but we should be alarmed.

Reports of insect decline may make insect-haters happy but an insect-free world won’t do us any favours. Swiping 
insects away may be as close as we get to them but they affect our lives more than we may appreciate - mostly in a 
good way - even allowing for pesky wasps and the misery of mosquito bites.

Love or hate them, insects make the world go round as they play a pivotal role in the complex web of life, including 
helping provide us with much of our food.

“Flying insects have really important ecological functions, for which their numbers matter a lot. They pollinate 
flowers: flies, moths and butterflies are as important as bees for many flowering plants, including some crops. They 
provide food for many animals – birds, bats, some mammals, fish, reptiles and amphibians. Flies, beetles and wasps 
are also predators and decomposers, controlling pests and cleaning up the place generally.” Dr Lynn Dicks, 
University of East Anglia.

What studies are telling us

One study to hit the headlines presented evidence of huge insect decline in nature reserves in Germany1 . The 
study found that the abundance of flying insects had fallen by three-quarters over 27 years2 .

If insects are declining in nature reserves, what are their chances elsewhere? One of the study scientists, Caspar 
Hallman of Radboud University Nijmegen said, “All these areas are protected and most of them are well-managed 
nature reserves. Yet, this dramatic decline has occurred.”

Dr Lynn Dicks was not part of the study but found the research convincing.“ (The study) provides important new 
evidence for an alarming decline that many entomologists have suspected is occurring for some time. If total flying 
insect biomass is genuinely declining at this rate – about 6% per year – it is extremely concerning.”

Butterflies are much loved and are often used as an indicator species for the health of our wider environment. But 
according to Sir David Attenborough, “The fortunes of the UK’s butterflies have ebbed and flowed over this period 
(50 years). Sadly many species have struggled as their habitats have shrunk and climate change and pesticide use 
have taken their toll.”3

A large study of grassland butterflies across 19 European nations found large declines in the past two decades with 
some key species declining by half since 19904 .

Grassland butterflies matter because they make up over 250 of the 400 or so butterfly species in Europe. Other 
species prefer woodlands, wetlands, heaths and other habitats. Because so much land in Europe is farmed, 
butterflies will almost inevitably decline if they cannot thrive on farmland.

Of the 17 species studied, the Large Blue butterfly (Phengaris arion) had declined steeply, 7 species had declined 
moderately including the Small Copper (Lycaena phlaeas), the Meadow Brown (Maniola jurtina) and the Common 
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