CURIOSITAS
ENLIGHTNMENT TO THE NATURAL WORLD

MOTH TRAP
The Curious Case of Puss
“I have so far only witnessed the not so menacing sounding ‘Puss Moths’
as caterpillars, their enormous red and black faces, white spots with
black outlines, like pearly eyes on the sides of their bodies and two tails
that are a spitting image of a devils whip. These moths inhabited our
willow tree in my family’s garden In Barry, to me, this was the spark.
Fast forward to my teens a new method was presented to me at a small
nature event in my local area, it was called ‘Moth Trapping’. What?
Trapping moths with a light and funnel? Surely that’s barbaric? this
method was completely harmless and opened this mysterious hidden
new world to me.”
A moth trap consists of a box and funnel with a waterproofed lighting
system, there are different variations of moth trap including heath,
skinner, and Robinson. Brighter lights like mercury vapor tend to attract
the most moths. The Moths fly around the light and fall into the funnel,
this simple design means the moths can’t work out how to escape and
rest in the cavities of the egg boxes and sleep. The day light ensures the
moths are fully asleep so this is the best time to check the trap, many
moths can also be found on the outside of the trap, particularly if you lay
a white sheet out below.
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A Leopard on the Wing
The Leopard moth (Zeuzera pyrina)
has no mouthparts, so all its feeding
is done while in caterpillar stage,
the larvae feed on the inner wood
of stems of many deciduous tree
species.
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Diversity
“Knowing that one species differs from another is human nature,
somehow it’s so addictive and rewarding to find as many species as
possible. The colorful stuff, the scary stuff, the weird stuff, and the
downright bewilderingly awesome stuff! It’ll be a never-ending journey
trying to find everything because there really is so much! maybe I’ll go
to the grave still trying to find all the species of worm.”
Some moth traps can catch hundreds of moths in a single night, with
30-50 species. It is also common to find other flying insects too including
beetles, caddisflies, craneflies, hoverflies, bees, wasps, hornets and even
butterflies.
Species (left to right):
Shuttle-Shaped Dart - Agrotis puta puta
Small Quaker - Orthosia cruda
Clouded Drab - Orthosia incerta
Hebrew Character - Orthosia gothica
Ruby Tiger - Phragmatobia fuliginosa fuliginosa
The Chestnut - Conistra vaccinii
Common Wainscot - Mythimna pallens
Flame Shoulder - Ochropleura plecta
Sallow Kitten - Furcula furcula
Setaceous Hebrew Character - Xestia c-nigrum
Square Spot Rustic - Xestia Xanthrographa
Early Grey - Xylocampa areola
Large Ranunculus - Polymixis flavicincta
Net-tree tussock - Colocasia medionigra
Coronet - Craniphora ligustri
Common rustic - Mesapamea secalis
Poplar Grey - Acronicta megacephala
March Moth - Alsophila aescularia
Lime Speck Pug - Eupithecia centaureata
Old Lady - Mormo maura
Brindled Beauty - Lycia hirtaria
Dotted Border - Agriopis marginaria
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Night-time
“Thunderstorms are the best, weirdly…in rain and particularly drizzle
the moths fly lower to ground level to the moth trap, plus you have
great cloud cover from any star and moonlight pollution. Really warm
and humid air seems to be best. My favorite conditions are during heat
waves, 30 degrees Celsius, some cloud cover, no wind, and a New Moon.
On these nights all the insects come out you never know what you might
find, I once caught a Hornet Mimic Hoverfly (Volucella zonaria) on one
of these nights; simply beautiful! And if you live in the south there’s
plenty of chance for rare migrants like Hummingbird Hawkmoth, Deaths
Head Hawkmoth and even Oleander Hawkmoth; so, keep an eye on the
weather forecast for southern air currents.”
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The Pink Elephants Trunk
The UK has 19 Species of Hawkmoths. The Elephant Hawkmoth (Deliephila
elpenor) gets its name from the caterpillar which resembles an elephant’s
trunk. The pink is thought to resemble the food plant Honey Suckle, on
which it feeds during the night and rests during the day.

Tigers
The Scarlet Tiger (Callimorpha dominula) is a spectacular species that gets
its name from its bright red hindwings. Unlike most moths this species
is active during the day as well as the night. It is a confined species
only occurring in South West England and Southern Wales, inhabiting
wetlands, and coastal habitats from May to June.

Moth trapping and Conservation
“I cannot stress enough how important it is to record data; this includes
what species you’ve caught the number of each one, the date and
weather conditions on the night of trapping, these notes can be recorded
in citizen science websites like inaturalist or if you have a local data
collection group then send your data to them, there’s still so much we
don’t know about moths! Bad practice in terms of trapping is doing it
night after night, this doesn’t allow for moths to feed, mate, and lay
eggs, it is important to keep moth trapping sessions at least 2 days
apart. If you desperately want to trap in-between session try your moth
light and a white bedsheet.”
Moth trapping is an exciting way of seeing moths up close and a reliable
way of collecting data. Recently data has been able to tell us of the true
distributions of UK moth species. Climate crisis and habitat destruction
is likely to change moth numbers significantly in the future. The civilian
population as well as scientists have joined forces over recent years
to collect accurate recording data that influences not just distribution
but behaviors, pollination monitoring and the potential of new and
established species.
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“The more we actively engage with nature and understand that it is
not our enemy, we will understand that we very much rely on it for our
own survival. Engagement also eliminates the tabloid created ‘horror’
of our wildlife, only 2 species of moth larvae eat clothes and even they
are in decline! The future of our moths and nature in general is on our
shoulders, and I believe curiosity can be the driving force to help us
become more aware and become understanding about the state of our
wildlife.”
The hobby of moth trapping is likely to grow especially when technology
develops and more of us spend time at home. According to recent
studies the UK moth population has declined a dramatic 33 percent
over 50 years (1968-2017). Only 10 percent of moth species increased in
population, that’s 4 times as many species decreasing in abundance than
increasing. The moth trap has given us a glimpse into the unknown but
has revealed to us the state of our moths. Climate crisis has dramatically
changed the behaviours of all our insects including our lepidoptera
(moths and butterflies), which are emerging earlier, and earlier before
adult food sources are even available. Moths visit more plant species
to pollinate than bees and other insects combined and visit plants that
daytime pollinators rarely visit. It is essential that the decline of moths is
halted as this little-known pollinator contributes a significant amount to
our food supplies and eco-system.
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