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WHY
Givealittle?

New Zealand is one of the biodiversity hotspots in the 
world. Raising money to fund a PhD student to save our 
native butterflies is critical.

Our uniqueness as a country is being put to the test with a 
conservation project that begins with a tiny butterfly and 
asking Kiwis to donate to Givealittle.

The delicate copper butterflies are collectively the most 
common butterflies in NZ yet few of us are familiar with 
them. Compared to the large monarch or medium-sized 
cabbage white butterfly – the two butterflies we are 
most familiar with – the wingspan of the coppers is much 
smaller, only around 2 to 3.5cm. These black and copper 
– and sometimes iridescent blue-winged wonders can be 
found fluttering throughout the country, from seashore to 
alpine zones.

Often overlooked and undervalued, these little creatures 
make up part of the 90% of our endemic butterflies and 
moths, meaning that they can be found only in NZ, and 
once they die out here, that’s the end for them worldwide. 

In the UK, if a species dies out through loss of habitat, for 
example, they can generally be reintroduced again as there 
may be more elsewhere in Europe. 

Yet we don’t know exactly how many species of butterflies 
there are in NZ. The coppers are a perfect example 
because there could be four, or even 24. They were last 
studied in detail many years ago, before the days of DNA 
sequencing, at a time when it was impossible to resolve 
their diversity fully by modern standards.

So, to save the copper butterflies, they first need to be 
named, that is, given proper scientific names.

As Dr George Gibbs, the grandfather of NZ butterflies, 
explains: “Scientific names are the key to understanding 
the environment, to identifying which species are most at 
risk of their habitats being destroyed.”

That means finding and funding a PhD student who can 
do the research. Hence the establishment of the Butterfly 
Discovery Project.

“Some of our coppers are extinct already, or on the edge 
of extinction,” says entomologist Dr Robert Hoare, who will 
be one of the student’s supervisors.

To kick off the ambitious endeavour, the MBNZT has 
launched a Givealittle page to raise funds.

“NZ has put a tremendous effort into conserving our birds 
after the realisation that they were severely threatened by 
predators. Since the 1970s, there has been a huge effort 
placed into that, with technology to get rid of predators 
and setting up island sanctuaries. But I think we now need 
to focus more on conserving the insects on which a lot of 
birds and other native creatures depend.

“We need to value the whole ecosystem. Butterflies are 

by Lyn Barnes

insects, and insects are vital,” continued Dr Hoare, who 
works with Manaaki Whenua Landcare Research.

He believes we have an even bigger obligation than any of 
the European countries because of the special fauna in NZ.

“I look to Europe where a lot of funding is being put 
into understanding their insect fauna. NZ is far, far more 
important than any European country in terms of what it 
has to preserve on the world scale.

“We should try to emulate them rather than think we are 
just a little country at the other end of the world.”

Dr Hoare says it is critical we conserve what he calls our 
flagship creatures.

“Apart from bats and sea mammals, there are no native 
mammals here. After birds, butterflies are possibly the 
most conspicuous creatures, certainly among the insects, 
and probably the most well-loved insects. They are a 
flagship group and if we can’t muster the energy and 
resources to understand those and conserve them, it’s a 
shame.”

Photos above: Both Lycaena salustius or the common copper. 
Thanks to Chris Paulin (top) and Rob Jones (lower)

https://givealittle.co.nz/cause/save-nzs-butterflies
https://givealittle.co.nz/cause/save-nzs-butterflies
https://www.landcareresearch.co.nz/
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“The NZ science system is almost unique globally because 
it operates as a ‘recovery’ model, to cover salaries and 
overheads, such as lab costs.”

“Therefore, the upfront expense of science projects in NZ 
appears to be extremely expensive because of the funding 
model: the person who is paying for the project is paying 
for the entire cost of the project.”

The Givealittle campaign hopes to raise $130,000, which is 
what it will cost to fund the successful candidate through 
a PhD. That person will not only learn about DNA, but also 
dissection (morphology) and travel the entire country on 
field trips photographing and collecting specimens. 

That’s the estimate to cover three years’ accommodation 
and living costs, plus university fees.

Ideally, the student would qualify for a Doctoral 
Scholarship from The University of Auckland, which 
includes a stipend and not having to pay any university 
fees. The only costs then would be for laboratory work, 
field trips and incidentals.

The MBNZT is calling on its supporters to donate to the 
Givealittle page so the Butterfly Discovery Project is a 
success – and so that a genealogical tree of the NZ copper 
butterflies can resolve the ongoing confusion over these 
species. 

https://givealittle.co.nz/cause/save-nzs-butterflies

So, why NOT, give a little?

Enter project manager Angela Moon-Jones. She and her 
husband, Robert, thought the same and wondered how 
they could raise funds for such a project.

Angela has always been smitten by NZ’s unique fauna, 
especially our butterflies, which she loves to photograph. 

“Robert and I are constantly frustrated when we try to 
identify a copper butterfly as they are all so very different 
yet mostly they are not named. It wasn’t until I spoke to Dr 
George Gibbs who agreed with me and pointed out that 
even our scientists in NZ are equally frustrated and it was a 
problem that needed solving desperately.”

She couldn’t believe government funding wasn’t readily 
available for such important projects.

“After much investigation, I learned that you cannot ask 
for funding and grants for this type of research without 
first showing that you have carried out a strong fundraising 
campaign.

“This is where the MBNZT was so helpful. We turned to a 
Givealittle page to help raise not only funds but awareness 
of the plight of many of our butterflies and insects.”

Angela has pulled together a formidable team to support 
the project, not only the country’s leading scientists but 
also NZ’s ‘Bug Man’ Ruud Kleinpaste and a number of 
volunteers with their own specialities.

So why do we have to crowd source through Givealittle?

It is difficult to raise funds for long-term projects, such as 
these, says MBNZT founding trustee Jacqui Knight, without 
effort by the organisation to demonstrate its commitment. 

Unfortunately, there are a whole lot of other research 
priorities, says Professor Thomas Buckley, an entomologist 
who lectures at The University of Auckland and works in 
DNA sequencing for Manaaki Whenua Landcare Research. 
He, too, will supervise the successful student, helping to 
establish a DNA database.

“Unfortunately, the funding model in NZ is more likely to 
fund shorter term, smaller-scale projects.

This is L. salustius according to Flox, an artist in Auckland. Her 
trademark impressions of native flora and fauna celebrate our 

environmental taonga. Vibrant and confident in her colours, Flox’s 
beautiful work adorns the set of TVNZ’s ‘Breakfast’ program.

Flox kindly agreed to our use of her copper 
image in our Givealittle campaign.

https://givealittle.co.nz/cause/save-nzs-butterflies
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https://givealittle.co.nz/cause/save-nzs-butterflies&data=05%257C01%257Choarer@landcareresearch.co.nz%257C5461031a29fb4db1868108da41ce41f2%257C43050530b3c74cd2a11cb826b2604b5b%257C0%257C0%257C637894651408121232%257CUnknown%257CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0=%257C3000%257C%257C%257C&sdata=3A8EnsVr4rR5tsd8D0hgphgRsXaPxY4cu3sZqIk/4SM=&reserved=0
https://www.auckland.ac.nz/en.html
https://www.landcareresearch.co.nz/
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