
V. The advantage of controlled 
bramble and thistle areas.

Brambles (Rubus fruticosus agg.), creeping 
thistle (Cirsium arvense) and spear thistle 
(Cirsium vulgare) are three invasive native 
plants  that  are  generally  discouraged 
from public park environments, not least 
because  they can convey an impression 
of  neglect.  They  are,  however,  of 
considerable value for wildlife. 

         Right: Hoverflies alight on spear thistle. Belair Park. 

 

 
 

Above: Brambles, creeping thistle and lesser pond sedge 
dominate a waist to chest-high patch maintained within 
well-defined boundaries between the outer path and the 
lawn.  Right:  Looking N along the outside path with  a 
sedge patch on the right hand side of the path and with 
hedgerow/woodland margin habitat to the left. 

According to data from Butterfly Conservation, brambles are a nectar source for some 25 butterflies, 
including the  Comma, Gatekeeper, Red Admiral and Speckled Wood.  Cirsium  and  Carduus  spp. 
support  37  butterflies,  including  the  Comma,  Gatekeeper,  Peacock  and  Red  Admiral.  Below: 
Gatekeepers are numerous on the  thistles, providing colourful displays in the summer.



The Gatekeeper or Hedge Brown (Pyronia tithonus) is the 
most  abundant  butterfly  to  frequent  the  Wildlife  Walk 
and  it  is  seen  most  commonly  in  the  areas  in  which 
creeping thistles have been permitted. It is not unusual for 
a visitor to be able to look along the thistle patches on the 
margin  of  the  Wildlife  Walk  and  to  count  around  ten 
specimens within their immediate  field of vision. 

Right: A female Gatekeeper in the narrow thistle belt 
beside the Wetland area, Belair Park.

The  Gatekeeper  is  common  in  southern  England, 
preferring environments such as field margins, namely 
the  kind  of  habitat  provided  along  the   edge  of  the 
Wildlife Walk. However, according to the report “The  
State  of  the  UK's  Butterflies   2011,”  published  by 
Butterfly  Conservation,  its  range  across  the  U.K. 
shrank  by  2% and  its  numbers  fell  by  23% in  the 
previous decade. Its abundance in Belair Park attests to 
the success of the Ecology Project in restoring aspects of 
the former rural features which largely disappeared as 
the suburbs of London expanded.   

The  main  food  plants  of  adults  include  bramble, 
Cirsium spp. and Carduus spp. Managed thistle patches 
in Belair Park are not adjacent to farmland, and so are 
not  a  concern  of  Defra  under  the   Weeds  Act  1959. 
Larvae  favour  the  grasses  Agrostis spp.,  Festuca spp., 
Poa spp. and Elytrigia repens. Attempts should be made 
to enhance the favourability of the Wildlife Walk for all 
stages of the life cycle.  The Gatekeeper mates on the 
Wildlife Walk. The photograph left shows a female 
above and male below. They have settled on a Juncus 
stem in the Wetland area, a short distance from the 
thistle and bramble belt.

Left:  The  large  spider 
Pisaura mirabilis is often 
seen in the low bramble 
patches  in  June,  when 
females  may  be  seen 
guarding  the  nursery 
webs,  on  the  lower 
surfaces  of  leaves, 
which  contain  newly 
hatched juveniles.


