
Review on 35 years of monitoring and  
biotope management in Luxembourg. 

The violet copper, tiny but mighty!  

Molitor Mireille & Clemens Michelle 
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Lycaena helle- Life cycle 
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Sporbaach between Troine and Hoffelt 
Host species: Polygonum bistorta 

Lycaena helle- Habitat 



• Boreo-mountainous species 

 

• Glacial relict species 

 

 Umbrella species of  

     mountainous wetlands 
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Lycaena helle- The violet copper 



Lycaena helle- The violet copper 

• European Red List: EN 

• Habitats Directive: Appendix II & IV 
core areas of their habitat must be designated as sites of Community importance 
(SCIs) and included in the Natura 2000 network & a strict protection regime must 
be applied across their entire natural range within the EU, both within and 
outside Natura 2000 sites. 

• Loi du 19 janvier 2004 concernant la protection de la nature et des 
ressources naturelles. Oubli? 

• Plan national de la protection de la Nature (PNPN, 2007) 
       élaboration et mise en œuvre immédiate des Plans d´actions espèces 

• Prioritised action framework (PAF, 2015) 
       espèce à traiter prioritairement au Luxembourg 
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• First known occurrence in Steinfort (1905-1950) 

 

• Rediscovered by Marcel Hellers (1977, Helzen-Kaleburn)  

  Beginning of L. helle Monitoring 
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Lycaena helle & Luxembourg: Beginnings 
 

1977 today 



• Founded in 1972 

• 1977 first record cards  

• 1991 LUXNAT database 

• Journal “Päiperlek” 

 

“Ein Artenschutz für Schmetterlinge 
ohne Biotopschutz ist völlig sinnlos” 
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Merit of the “Groupe de Travail pour l’Etude des 
Invertébrés” (SNL) 
 



• Meyer, M. (1980). Une sous-espèce méconnue de 
Lycaena helle D. & Schiff., 1775 (Lepidoptera, 
Lycaenidae). Linneana Belgica, VIII(3), pp. 130-139.  

  Subspecies arduinnae: Eifel (DE), Ardennes (BE),   
      Ösling (LU) 

 

• Meyer, M. (1981-82). Révision systématique, 
chorologique et écologique des populations 
européennes de Lycaena (Helleia) helle [Denis; 
Schiffermüller, 1775]; (Lepidoptera: Lyceanidae).  
Linneana Belgica 8(6), pp. 238-260. 

 

  

 -- 
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L. helle & Luxembourg: intense efforts in the ´80s 
 



Publications Marc Meyer (1954-2015) 

• 1980 Verbreitung von Lycaena helle in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland. 
• 1980 Une sous espèce méconnue de Lycaena helle. 
• 1981-82 Révision systématique, chorologique et écologique des populations 

européennes de Lycaena helle. 
• 1985 Les races européennes de Lycaena helle et leurs biotopes. 
• 1986 (co-author) L’aménagement des fonds vallons de l’Oesling. 
• 1994 (co-author) Untersuchungen zu einer Population von Lycaena helle arduinnae 

im nordwestlichen Oesling. 
• 2008 (co-author) Polymorphic microsatellite loci in the endangered butterfly 

Lycaena helle. 
• 2009 (co-author) The genetic status of the violet copper Lycaena helle- a relict of 

the cold past in time of global warming. 
• 2010 (co-author) Population genetics and ecological niche modeling reveal high 

fragmentation and potential future extinction of the endangered relict butterfly 
Lycaena helle. 

• 2010 (co-author) Biogeography meets conservation: the genetic structure of the 
endangered lycaenid butterfly Lycaena helle. 

• 2011 Congress “Societas Europaea Lepidopterologica”  
• 2014 (co-author) A synopsis on the highly endangered butterfly species the Violet 

Copper Lycaena helle. 
• . . .  
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What went wrong? 



1. “Erhaltung und Wiederherstellung von nicht überdüngten 
Feuchtgebieten durch: 

- Verträge mit Landwirten auf freiwilliger Basis: ökologisch vertretbare 
Nutzung gegen Ausgleichzahlung 

- Aufkauf von ökologisch wertvoll eingestuften Agrarflächen durch 
öffentliche Hand oder Naturschutzverbände” 

Meyer, M. (1988). Veränderung der Fauna durch landwirtschaftliche Eingriffe, 
dargestellt am Beispiel der Schmetterlinge. Paiperlek 10, N° 1. 

 

2. “Si l´évolution actuelle se poursuit, le monde vivant des fonds de 
vallons aura bientôt disparu sous le manteau vert sombre de l´épicéa. 
La situation devient dramatique,…”  

Colling, G. and Meyer, M. (1986). L’aménagement des fonds de vallons de 
l’Oesling. Bull. Soc. Nat. luxemb. 86. 
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Articles without any consequences? 



3. “Biotoppflegemaßnahmen nur möglichst zurückhaltend und unter 
keinen Umständen gleichzeitig und großflächig durchführen”  

Meyer, M. and Colling , G. (1994). Untersuchungen zu einer Population von 
Lycaena helle arduinnae im nordwestlichen Oesling. Bull. Soc. Nat. luxemb. 95. 

 

4. « bisher ging praktisch keine Initiative vom Umweltministerium oder 
von Landwirtschaftsministerium aus, sodaß ohne die Pionierarbeit des 
Museums (…) die Extensivierung (…) in Lux. kein Thema wäre. »  

Meyer, M. (1988). Ökologische Begleitstudien zum Landwirtschaftlichen 
Extensiverungsprogramm des Naturhistorischen Museums Pilotprojekt 
« Lellingen ». Paiperlek 10, N° 2. 
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Articles without any consequences? 
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1. Foundation of the  
Fondation Hëllef fir d´Natur 

1982 

1984 

198? 



• ~1988: first European co-financed project “Sauvegarde des vallons 
humides de l´Osling” with RNOB (B) 

• 90´s: first spruce removals in valleys by n&ë and ANF 

• 2004: study ANF & thesis Claude Merges  

“Umwandlung von Nadelholzbeständen in naturnahe Strukturen 
entlang der Fließgewässer in Luxemburg” 

• Loi du 19 janvier 2004 concernant la protection de la nature et des 
ressources naturelles 

• Projects Interreg III-A RESEAU ECO (2004-2007) &                               

                     Interreg IV-A RESTAU ECO (2008-2011)  
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2. Removal of the “dark green coat” in valleys 
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IR III and IV: 2004-2011 

92,5ha clear-cuttings in valleys and sources 

of which 36,14ha converted into open habitats 
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Recolonisation 8 years after clear-cutting 



3. Biotope management vs. ecological needs of 
Lycaena helle 
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• Wipking et al. 2007 
Habitatbindung und Bestandssituation des Blauschillernden Feierfalters Lycaena helle 
(Dennis & Schiffmüller) in Luxembourg (Lepitoptera, Lycaenidae). Bull. de la Soc. des Nat. 
lux. 108, pp. 81-87. 

 
• Monitoring IR IV Restau Eco:   
René-Marie Lafontaine, Institut royal des Sciences naturelles de Belgique 
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Current management and conservation of L. helle, 
a contradiction? 
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Am Dall between Weiler and Hoffelt 
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LIFE Eislek (2012-17) 

• Aim: restore the traditional mosaic of habitats: wet fallow 
land, extensive pastures and hay meadows with delayed 
cutting regimes. 

 

 

 

 

• 3 target species: 
• Whinchat – Saxicola rubetra 

• Red-backed Shrike – Lanius collurio 

• Violet Copper – Lycaena helle 
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Conservation actions 

• Inspired trough the research of 
Philippe Goffart 
      
 importance of mosaic       

     management with fallow areas 

 

Goffart, P. et al. (2010). Conservation and 
management of the habitats of two relict 
butterflies in the Belgian Ardennes: Proclossiana 
eunomia and Lycaena helle. In: Habel, J.C., 
Assmann, T. ed. Relict species—phylogeography 
and conservation biology. Springer: Berlin, pp. 
357–370. 
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• Acquisition of land 

• Scrub clearance and restorative mowing of abandoned or  
fallow land 

• Restoration of hydrological balance of the alluvial plains 

• Conversion of spruce forests into extensive grassland 

• Restoration of bistort meadows (sowing, hay transfer, replanting 
rhizomes) 

• Planting hedges and solitary trees 

• Optimisation of grazing/cutting management of wet meadows 
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Conservation actions 



Monitoring 

• 2012-2015: comprehensive monitoring throughout  

 distribution range in collaboration with LIST 

• Start 2016:  

– Quantitative monitoring (protocol Biomonitoring-”suivi ciblé” LIST) 

– Trial: monitoring of eggs and caterpillars 

 

 

26 



Monitoring effort over time 
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Distribution map 

• In Luxembourg:  
3 Hotspots 
–  Troisvierges 

–  Wincrange 

–  Sure 

– (Wiltz) 

 
• Regression from the 

borders of the 
distribution range (East) 

 

• Connectivity through 
Belgium 
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29 

Steinfort 
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For bookworms… 

• 2013 Plan d‘action espèce (PAE) 
 

• 2014 Publication of the synopsis 
„Jewels in the mist” including  the 
research of:  

     M. Meyer, J. C. Habel & A. Finger & Y.   
     Martin, … 

 
• 2015 Verbreitung von L. helle in den 

Luxemburger Ardennen. Dendrocopos 
42, pp. 33-56. 



31 

LIFE Networking 

www.life-eislek.eu 
info@life-eislek.eu 

Seminar Spring 2017  

For more information: 



A new butterfly atlas for Luxembourg 

• The butterfly atlas of Luxembourg is 35 
years old and called “Atlas provisoire…” 

 

• LIST and MNHN are leading actors 

• MDDI financier 

 

• collaborative project 

 If interested, please contact Xavier 
Mestdagh or Alain Frantz 
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Thank you! 

Marc Meyer (†), 
Marcel Hellers & 
Groupe entomologique (SNL) 
 
Xavier Mestdagh, LIST 
 
Alain Frantz & 
Patrick Michaely, MNHN 
 
LIFE Nature  financial instrument 
 
MDDI 


