
Background
In the early 2000's, the Invertebrate Zoology
Collection of the Natural Science Research  
Laboratory, Museum of Texas Tech received over
40,000 insect specimens that were confiscated by 
the US Fish and Wildlife Service in a case of 
illegal collecting or improper imports of animal 
materials into the US. These specimens came 
from all over the world, mainly Latin America and 
Southeast Asia, and some may represent 
endangered species.
To assess the effect of illegal trafficking on natural 
populations of moths and butterflies (order 
Lepidoptera), we are gathering information about 
how many species and specimens are 
represented in the Confiscated Lepidoptera 
collection at TTU.
Insects especially Lepidoptera, are very sought 
after for their impressive coloration and 
uniqueness. The illegal trafficking of these 
creatures hurts ecosystems that rely on them to 
survive and thrive.

In their natural habitats, lepidopterans are 
responsible for:
• Pollination
• The success of plant species
• Medical and technological innovation
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Sorting and Digitization

Specimens in the Confiscated Lepidoptera 
Collection typically come packaged in bulk and 
in need of sorting, organizing, digitizing and 
identifying for possible use in future research. 
However, since these specimens were brought 
in illegally, many have little to no data 
associated to them.
So far, we have found over 400 
morphospecies (distinct morphological groups) 
out of 4,047 specimens organized, 
with thousands more yet to be sorted. We are 
currently working to identify the specimens to 
family and possibly genus and species.

Future perspectives
This project is still on-going. Once we have 
processed all the confiscated specimens at 
TTU, this information will be a baseline to 
assess the effect of illegal trafficking on 
natural butterfly and moth populations.
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Morpho rethenor
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Sorted and organized 
butterflies in envelopes

Staging butterflies for photographing
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Mounted butterflies

Staging butterflies for photographing

Online gallery of imaged butterfly morphospecies

Online spreadsheet of butterfly data and identifications

Bags of unsorted butterflies in 
envelopes
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