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Out of about 1.2 million species of animals that are known to exist on the earth, about 0.8 

million are insects. A large majority of these are herbivores or phytophagous (feed on plants), 

some are carnivores (feed on other live insects or animals), some are parasitic (feed inside or 

outside the body of other insects or other animals), few are omnivores (feed on a variety of 

food), and many small size insects are detritivores (feed on dead body parts). Most of the insects 

live on land or in soil (called ‘terrestrial’), but a significant number of insects live in water 

alone (called ‘aquatic’). The majority of the aquatic insects live in freshwater, and a few also 

live in seawater.  

But, the foods of many other insects are different in the developmental and adult stages. 

For example, young ones of butterflies and moths during growth and development feed on 

leaves (solid food) whereas adults feed on nectar from flowers (liquid food). Insects which feed 

on flowering plants are more advanced in terms of their characters and life cycle features in 

comparison to those insects that are fully dependent on non-flowering plants or food. Insects 

like grasshoppers, cockroaches, and many beetles are primitive having originated more than 

300 million years ago. Primitive plants were non-flowering. Insects like mosquitoes and fruit 

flies which feed on the blood of cattle and humans or fruit juice are more recent in origin 

because the history of human evolution in the wild dates back to about 5 million years only.  

It is easy to befriend butterflies. All it requires you is to look for eggs or caterpillars of 

butterflies that can be found in the leaves of citrus, cassia, palm, mustard, cabbage, milkweed, 

or grasses in your neighbourhood. An easy example described here is the ‘Common Emigrant’ 

butterfly. Eggs are whitish or cream coloured depending on seasons, are very small, about 1-2 

mm in length and diameter, deposited in singles by females, one or more eggs per leaf. You 

can detach a few of such leaves carefully and transfer these to a clean and dry plastic box 

(figure 1) spared out of market food packing. Put a piece of moist tissue paper and close the 

mouth with the cap. Keep the box undisturbed near a window or light and watch for baby 

caterpillars to come out of eggs which usually take 3-5 days. New-born caterpillars are too 

delicate to handle. Therefore, use a soft ‘0’ or ‘1’ size paintbrush to remove it from old leaves 

to young fresh leaves of the same plant from which the eggs were collected. Transfer these to 

a glass bottle spared out of jam or prickle and provide a few young leaves, twigs, and moist 

tissue paper, and keep the bottle mouth closed with a net cloth (figure 2). Keep changing the 

leaves and tissue paper every day, preferably in the morning and continue this practice till the 

green-coloured caterpillar has attained full growth and is not feeding anymore. Initially, several 

1-4-day old caterpillars can be kept in one bottle but as caterpillars grow in size, it is desirable 

to keep them separately to avoid competition among them for food. Several fully-grown 

caterpillars can be kept in a plastic box (size: 6cm long x 5 cm wide approx.), along with moist 

tissue paper (figure 3). This is the resting stage in the development of a butterfly and it takes 

6-8 days for adult butterflies to emerge out of the pupa, as the name of this stage is known. One 

important thing to do is that when you transfer the fully-grown caterpillars or pupae to a plastic 

box, do not forget to keep honey or sugar solution (15%; that is, 15 gm of sugar or honey in 

100 ml of clear water or a proportion of it) in a small wide-mouth glass or plastic tube. This 

facility will help the new butterflies to suck sugar or honey through its coiled food tube. The 



addition of a few fresh flowers that may be readily available will help butterflies to feel near 

their natural environment. Keep the box in sunlight in the morning till 11 a.m., and then shift 

it to a little shady place in your room. You can continue with this practice and enjoy watching 

butterflies for 2-3 days before you release them in to open, preferably in a garden or a park, or 

a field with flowering plants and grasses. Female butterflies take 3-6 days to produce eggs and 

deposit those preferably on the undersides of leaves of future food plants of caterpillars that 

will come out of these eggs. You can repeat the process for different kinds of butterflies and 

note down the number of days taken by eggs to hatch into a new caterpillar, for a caterpillar to 

complete maximum growth, for a pupa to remain resting condition, and the colour pattern of 

wings of butterflies.   

Butterflies are among the most common and attractive insects that we encounter in our 

environment. These insects are most active in sunshine and visit flowering plants for feeding 

on nectar. Any small patch or field of vegetation with some flowering plants attracts one or 

more kinds of butterflies. If you happen to visit a garden or a park, you are likely to see a 

number of different kinds of small and big size butterflies fluttering around. Have you ever 

seen butterflies scared of your presence or fly away from you? Probably not, because butterflies 

are too busy in their works of either trapping sunlight into their tiny scales covering the wings 

or collecting nectar from flowers, or in the act of courtship dance between partners. All of these 

behaviours of adult butterflies make interesting observations together with their colourful 

looks, shapes, and sizes.    

  These activities make you feel as if you have become a friend of butterflies. By doing 

so, you will help your nearby environment to remain green because butterflies are a good agent 

of pollination which helps in the production of new plants. The more butterflies you befriend 

and release in your environment, the more you learn about the natural gifts of nature and its 

importance in our life. You can identify the name of butterflies by posting the photo on the 

website or Twitter or Facebook and somebody will tell you the name. You can also search 

google and enter the name of the food plant offered to the caterpillar. You are likely to get a 

number of related butterfly species which feed on that plant. You can easily match the one 

which matches your collection. This is a self-learning process whereby you can achieve 

mastery in the subject over a period of time and help others to learn from you. This can be a 

spare-time work out of your daily routine but can help significantly in the conservation of 

butterflies and forests.  

 Lemon yellow or green coloured ‘common emigrants’ (figure 1) are among the 

cosmopolitan butterflies seen in the surroundings of urban areas. Cassia species with yellow 

flowers (figure 2) which occur in abundance on roadsides are food plants of caterpillars. Young 

cassia plants with tender leaves are preferred for depositing eggs by female emigrants. Adult 

butterflies feed on flowers of commonly occurring white, blue or yellow flowers in the gardens 

or roadsides. It takes about 28-32 days from the egg stage to complete development. Every 

butterfly you grow and release into the environment contributes to the conservation of 

butterflies.  

(Author is the Chairman, Tripura State Pollution Control Board). 

 



 


