
B I O D I V E R S I T Y

Can you imagine not having a name? Believe it or 
not, the majority of our butterflies have not yet 
been described! In fact, less than 50% of New 

Zealand’s insects have a scientific description at all.
Scientific names are the key to understanding the 

environment, to identifying which species are most at 
risk of their habitats being destroyed.

To change this identification crisis, a small group 
of butterfly enthusiasts and experts have teamed up 
with the Moths and Butterflies of New Zealand Trust to 
create the Butterfly Discovery Project.

“If we can’t identify them, how can we save them 
from extinction?” says Dutch-New Zealand naturalist 
Ruud Kleinpaste aka The Bug Man, who is supporting 
the project. 

The project’s first mission is to investigate New 
Zealand’s largest group of butterflies, known as pepe 
para riki or copper butterflies. 

Copper butterflies, part of the Lycaena family, are 
an open country butterfly that is seen in most types of 
habitat from sea level to 2000m.

They are currently grouped into only four 
scientifically named species – common copper, boulder 
copper, glade copper, and Rauparaha’s copper. 

There may actually be up to 20 individual species. 
This creates major confusion for scientists and 
enthusiasts alike.

The copper was the first Aotearoa butterfly to be 
identified, and this was done from a painting! “It was 
Dr George Gibbs who encouraged me to begin this 
project,” says butterfly enthusiast Angela Moon-Jones, 
who is managing the project. 

“He explained there was a mix-up with the original 
New Zealand copper butterfly specimen that was sent 
to London in the late 1700s. It was then lost. 

“It’s quite a mystery and desperately needs to be 
resolved, but the good news is that we can help identify 
pepe para riki using today’s scientific processes.”

Taxonomy is the science of discovering, classifying, 

This butterfly is classified 
as a “common copper” but 
looks completely different 
from the two other “copper” 
butterflies pictured below. 

 Angela Moon-Jones and 
Robert Jones
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Kiwi scientists and volunteers are on a mission to identify all of our 
unnamed native butterflies.  Jacqui Knight

A copper conundrum: two “common coppers” photographed 
at Chrystalls Beach, south of Dunedin, but they don’t look the 
same and it’s suspected they are different species. 
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Jacqui Knight is founder of the Moths and Butterflies 
of New Zealand Trust. Find out more at https://www.
nzbutterflies.org.nz/projects/butterfly-discovery-
project/.

and naming organisms so we can better understand them 
and their natural world, and then restore their habitats. 

The disappearance of the original New Zealand 
copper butterfly specimen is significant because, 
without a type specimen, scientists don’t have a 
reference point to refer back to or DNA sequence. 

It means they have to start from scratch with a new 
specimen. Then they can identify the rest of the species 
and unravel the mystery of the different coppers.

The project team is hoping to raise $130,000 to fund 
a PhD student to undertake DNA sequencing. 

This will help scientists form a genealogical tree of 
the New Zealand copper butterfly fauna to resolve the 
ongoing confusion over this species.

This work, which is expected to take up to three 
years to complete, will be carried out under the 
supervision and guidance of University of Auckland 
Professor Thomas Buckley and Dr Robert Hoare of 
Manaaki Whenua Landcare Research. 

Other butterfly experts who also support this project 
include Dr George Gibbs, Robert Jones, Brian Patrick, 
and Dr Lyn Barnes.
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