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Panaxia quadripunctaria in the
Highly Touristic Valley of Butterflies
(Rhodes, Greece): Conservation

Problems and Remedies

The Valley of Butterflies on the Greek island of Rhodes is a highly touristic area.
Apart from its aesthetic value, it is the site of the only natural forest of Liquidambar
orientalis in Europe, and a particularly important biotope of Panaxia
quadripunctaria, a nocturnal moth. Though distributed almost all over Greece,
population density of this insect is exceptionally high in this valley, during the
summer months. Adult insects migrate there to reproduce, after which females
leave for other biotopes to lay their eggs in the early fall. New adults follow once
again this migration pattern. From the early 1980s, it became apparent that the
population of Panaxia had decreased dramatically. Tourism is one of the causes of
the problem, but at the same time it is the motivating agent for the local population
to demand remedial measures. Along with our own observations, by reviewing the
literature on the biological and ecological traits of P. quadripunctaria and the
history of changes on the island, we identified the causes of the problem and could
apply specific measures, which succeeded in reversing the adverse effects on
insect population density.
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Figure 1. Rhodes (Rhodos), Greece. The map shows all sites, where there is information on the
presence of Panaxia quadripunctaria. % = secondary biotope of Petaloudes (Valley of

Butterflies); A = the sites ascribed as primary biotopes by Elger (10); A = additional sites with
adult individuals, verified by our observations; () = sites indicated by inhabitants of the island.
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INTRODUCTION

"Petaloudes” (petaloudes is Greek for but-
terflies) is the popular name of a valley in
the northern part of Rhodes and one of the
island’s major tourist attractions. This
popularity is due to the spectacular occur-
rence of an uncommon ecological phenom-
enon, i.e. the magnitude of the population
density of one insect species, Panaxia
quadripunctaria Poda.

P. quadripunctaria (Jersey tiger moth) is
a fairly common palaearctic species with a
very wide distribution. Its extreme aggrega-
tion during the last stage of its life cycle in
one small valley of Rhodes, necessitating
migration every year, is not only rare but
unique for the species.

Rhodes is one of the most frequently vis-
ited areas of Greece. Its surface area of 1398
km? (1% of all Greece) absorbs more than
20% of its total tourist industry (1). The
valley is State property, managed by the
Municipality of Rhodes. More than 20% of
tourists to Rhodes visit the valley, heavily
affecting its unique environment.

The need for protection of the Valley of
Butterflies became urgent in the early
1980s, when it became apparent that the
population of Panaxia had dramatically de-
creased. Measures to alleviate the problem
were first implemented in 1984, when a
project started to identify the causes and to
search for solutions (2). The migration and
aggregation of Panaxia in the Valley of
Butterflies has certain similarities to the
case of the well known, migratory, Monarch
butterfly (Danaus plexippus). In the latter
case, however, conservation measures have
been taken both in the Californian and in
Mexican roosting sites. IUCN designated
the annual migration of the Monarch a
“threatened phenomenon”, the only such
designation IUCN has ever made (3). In our
opinion Panaxia and the valley merit simi-
lar treatment and international recognition
as a conservation area.

THE VALLEY

The Valley of Butterflies (Petaloudes), lo-
cated in the northern part of the island, 26
km from the town of Rhodes and 6 km
from the western coast (Fig. 1), covers 60
ha. A mainroad divides the area into two
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