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Straw Belle
Aspitates gilvaria

Conservation status
Priority Species in UK Biodiversity Action Plan.

m Larval record 1999 to 2004
o Adult record 1999 to 2004

The English name of this attractive moth probably refers to the

straw-yellow colour of the forewings. The name gilvaria comes A
from gilvus, meaning yellow. The Straw Belle is now restricted to ©

a few sites on the North Downs of Surrey and Kent, although a

separate subspecies occurs in parts of Ireland.

Foodplants

Larvae have been reported to feed on the flowers and young leaves of various
low herbs, including Yarrow Achillea millefolium, Wild Thyme Thymus polytrichus,
Creeping Cinquefoil Potentilla reptans, Black Medick Medicago lupulina,
Thyme-leaved Speedwell Veronica serpyllifolia and Wild Parsnip Pastinaca sativa.
Larvae have recently been found in the wild feeding on Common Bird’s-foot Trefoil
Lotus corniculatus and Fairy Flax Linum catharticum.

Habitat [%f J
The Straw Belle is associated with unimproved chalk grassland, preferring sheltered o
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south-facing slopes. Adults require areas of long grass in which to take cover during
the day. Oviposition has recently been observed taking place in the late afternoon, @ .
with a series of eggs laid along a length of dead grass stem in a sward of less than b \
10cm. Larvae have been found resting on dead grass stems in or near areas of short
(<10cm), broken chalk turf, indicating that they require a warm microclimate.

Life cycle i

The species is single-brooded. The eggs are laid from July to early September, and are

brick-shaped and a little over 1mm long. The eggs change colour from pale green when -
freshly laid, to straw-coloured after a few days. Larvae hatch in September and overwinter
when small, before completing their development the following June. The species then
pupates in a flimsy spinning amongst the foodplant. Adults fly in July and August, and

occasionally into early September. They fly at dusk and come to light, but are also
readily disturbed from vegetation during the day.
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Habitat management for the Straw Belle

The overall aim is to maintain a habitat mosaic with variable sward height, abundant herbs and some bare patches
of chalk, as well as some patches of longer grass available during the adult flight period of July and August.

¢ On many sites, light cattle grazing may
be a suitable method of maintaining the
appropriate sward. Sheep grazing is
not likely to be suitable, as this tends
to create a more uniform sward and
less ground disturbance.

@ Some scrub removal may be necessary
to maintain or restore habitat, but care
should be taken not to remove too
much as it provides shelter on otherwise
exposed sites.

@ A few sites on steep slopes appear to
be self-maintained through natural erosion,
and require little or no management apart
from periodic and selective scrub removal.

How to survey/monitor

Adults readily fly during the day if disturbed
from the vegetation and fly naturally at dusk.
Monitoring has been undertaken on some
sites by day using timed counts of adults.
The species has also been recorded at
light-traps. The Yellow Belle Semiaspilates
ochrearia is superficially similar but has two
brownish cross-lines on the forewings and is
predominantly a coastal species. The Vestal
Rhodometra sacraria, an immigrant species,
is sometimes mistaken for the Straw Belle,
but is a smaller, more delicate moth and
holds its wings closer to the body at a
steep angle.

Butterfly Conservation should be
contacted if the species is suspected
to be present on a site.

above Larvae often occur on dead grass stems
below left Ideal chalk grassland

below right Broken turf favoured by Straw Belle larvae
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