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Prof. Dr. Bhaiya Khanal is one of the most experienced butterfly researchers from 
Nepal. He has over three decades of field experience. We had an opportunity to 
conduct an informal interview with Dr. Khanal and requested him to give us easy bite 
sized information that will be useful to everyone. Following is the transcript of the 
interview in english. 

In Nepal, many of us see so many types of butterflies, so many sizes, so many 
colors. Is Nepal a perfect home for butterflies? 

If we look at the diversity of butterflies in Nepal, there are 665 species and 30 sub-species. Due to the diverse 
geographical features, we have diversity in vegetation in terms of its density, spread and growth height. Such 
diversity provides perfect habitat for many species of butterflies. Till date, about 20, 000 species of butterflies are 
found all over the world. Nepal should be considered as a rich country in terms of butterfly species diversity. If you 
compare the size of a country in terms of land cover, Nepal has 665 species of butterflies which is quite high 
compared to 1500 species of butterflies found in India, 375 species found in Japan. Similarly, there are 575 species 
of butterflies in North America and about 275 species of butterflies are found in Canada, whereas 482 butterfly 
species are found in Europe.  

In Nepal we have butterflies of different sizes, patterns and colors. The smallest butterfly found here is around a size 
of 8 to 12 mm. This species can grow up to 20-22 mm if they live in the plains at an altitude of about 1760 m in the 
Terai. The largest butterfly found in Nepal looks like a bird with yellow and black color and named as Common 
Birdwing. Two species of Birdwing are found in Nepal which are 100 to 150 mm in length and can be found at 
elevation of 1430 m. The other species of bird wing has much wider distribution and can be found at an elevation 
range of 105-140 m to 335-2030 m. 



 

Common Birdwing (Troides helena) 

 

In Nepal, there are more than 3000 species of moth or “Nocturnal butterfly”. Female “Gazalinn” species of moth is 
really toxic, if the yellow scales of wings enter human eyes, it could cause damage if untreated within 48 hours. This 
moth species is active and can be spotted from June till the mid October,it is best to avoid contact with this moth. The 
largest moth species found in Nepal is called the “Atlas Moth” which is around 24 cm to 9 inch. 

I remember my mother telling me that when she was young, she used to see far 
more butterflies than what she sees today. Are the butterflies in Nepal are 
reducing in numbers? 

Yes it is true that the status of butterflies have changed over the years. Many butterflies have become rare. Some 
butterflies have even stopped appearing in many places. In my experience of 40 years of study, the number of 
butterfly species has decreased.  Especially swallowtail, few pieris, skippers and few blues have drastically 
decreased now. The number of butterflies like Teinopalpus and krishna peacock has become even rarer now as 
compared to the past. Both of them have been ranked as the most beautiful butterflies in the world. 

In comparison to the past, due to major encroachments on their habitat such as deforestation, use of pesticides, 
chemicals, butterflies have been adversely affected. The construction of the lounge, hotel, resort without proper 
research and study is deteriorating the habitat of some butterflies found in small areas and such butterflies are then 
disappearing from the areas. Due to weak environmental impact studies for infrastructure projects, most of the 
habitats of butterflies are destroyed. 



I once touched the wings of a butterfly and it left powdery substance on my 
finger. Why do they have powder on wings? 

Scales found in wings are transformed hairs. These scales look like powdery substance and when touched, the 
powdery substance sticks to the fingers. These scales help the butterflies trap heat and maintain their core body 
temperature. These scales interact with sunlight and display the vibrant different colors and patterns on their wings. 
By looking at these patterns, birds decide whether to eat the butterfly or not. Colorful and attractive butterflies are 
poisonous to birds and therefore they avoid eating such butterflies. These scales are made up of a substance called 
“Chitin” which help the butterflies to keep themselves warm and also help the butterflies to maintain the wind direction 
during their flight. Such scales are also found in nocturnal butterfly (moth). 

Butterflies are very beautiful to look at and children, in particular, are very fond of them. Many try to catch 
them. I understand that may not be good for the butterflies. Can you tell us how it harms them? Can you also 
tell us what other human activities could harm the butterflies? 

Colorful butterflies are not only a favorite of children but also of adults. Children tend to catch them. Day flying 
butterflies have not affected human health till date, but it is always advisable not to touch butterflies with bare hands. 
Touching certain types of butterflies causes them to secrete a type of fluid that  can affect the skin as it contains 
harmful chemicals. Some butterflies emit a type of odor that can be harmful. The scales of some nocturnal butterflies 
can also be harmful to humans.  

What will happen if there are no butterflies in Nepal? 

It is our responsibility to protect butterflies. They are an integral part of the ecosystem and their role in maintaining the 
balance of nature is irreplaceable. Plants and butterflies have a deep connection. If there are no butterflies, plants 
cannot bear fruits, which could lead to a food crisis in the country. Although bees and bumblebees contribute more 
than 70% in the plant pollination but butterflies too are considered as an important pollinator. Butterflies play an 
important role in the food chain in an healthy ecosystem. Since butterflies are food to birds and lizards, if there are no 
butterflies, many predators will disappear and the balance of the food cycle will be affected. 

Are all butterfly species endangered? If not then how many are endangered in the 
butterfly species known in Nepal? 

Of the 665 species of butterflies found in Nepal, the number of butterflies has decreased 
in recent times. Not all butterflies in Nepal are extinct or endangered, but many species 
of butterflies are less seen these days than before due to their habitat destruction. 

According to the data published in 1995 BC, 142 species of butterfly were listed in Red 
list status. This is a 25-year-old study. After that, it is not known whether the study was 
monitored except for a few rare butterflies. CITIES schedule 2 includes three species of 
butterflies- Golden Birdwing, Common Birdwing and Teinopalpus (Kaiser I Hind). 



 

Kaiser I Hind (Teinopalpus imperialis) 

What can we do to help the population of butterflies stabilize if not grow? 

The most important threat to the butterflies is habitat destruction. The first step towards conservation is to save the 
habitat. If the habitats disappear, butterflies found in that area will also disappear. Local communities can play an 
important role in conserving the habitat, as they are dependent on the butterflies for pollination and food production. It 
is also important to restore degraded habitats by planting indigenous plants and trees. Conservation authorities need 
to formulate effective policies to protect not only butterflies but also other important insects and small creatures. It is 
equally important to regularly monitor butterfly habitats as well as to survey butterflies all over the country. There is 
still a lack of information on the status of butterflies from many parts of Nepal, these areas need to be studied. A lot 
needs to be done to restore and then maintain the balance and conservation of butterflies in nature. 

  

What made you so interested in butterflies and what advice would you give to the 
younger generation who are keen in making a career in conservation? 

From an early age, I was fascinated by butterflies and wanted to study them. My dissertation research paper was also 
on butterflies. After studying them for a long time at the Natural History Museum, I got an opportunity to study 
butterflies at the University of Florida, USA. I also got an opportunity to study the butterflies found in many different 
countries that were housed as exhibits. The opportunity to study butterflies in Nepal is huge. The possibilities for 
young researchers are limitless as there are many uncharted areas which need to be explored. The research will 
open doors to conservationists and young scientist who can take butterfly conservation to new heights in Nepal 

 


