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1.0 Introduction
This report has been completed by the volunteer Grizzled Skipper Species Champion for
Cornwall Butterfly Conservation (CBC) and its aim is to summarise information on the current
status and distribution of the Grizzled Skipper Pyrgus malvae in Cornwall, present recording
methods, conservation efforts and also observations on its ecology. The reports primary
function is to act as a yearly summary on the species, which can be used to aid conservation
and help to improve the understanding of the butterfly.
The Grizzled Skipper is a section 41 species of principal importance under the Natural
Environment and Rural Communities Act, with actions related to habitat management and
preservation (Natural England, 2014). It is also listed as vulnerable under the GB Butterfly Red
List (Fox, Warren and Brereton, 2010). The species is found across England and Wales with the
majority of populations being centred within the South/South East of England shown in Figure
1. Across the UK, long term trends between 1976 and 2014 show it has declined in both
occurrence (-53%) and abundance (-37%), although in the short term trends between 2005 and
2014 it has increased slightly in occurrence (+7%) and abundance has remained stable with no
change (Fox et al., 2015). However recent trends between 1990 and 2016/14 in the South West
of England the butterfly has showed declines in both distribution (-42%) and abundance (-37%)
(Butterfly Conservation, 2018).
The Grizzled Skipper was first recorded in Cornwall in 1847 and has never appeared to have a
strong foothold in the county. Although, as of 2019 it has been recorded in 47 different 1 km
squares scattered across the county, the majority of which are found along the coastline see
Figure 2. Since 2009 it has only been recorded in 13 1 km squares, all but four of these are
centred around Penhale Sands where it has been present since at least 1979. Many of the
locations where the species has occurred are only represented by a couple or even single
records in most cases. Penhale Sands and Goss Moor are the only two areas where the species
has been consistently recorded over five consecutive years. Marsland Nature Reserve and the
Keveral/Seaton Valley both have had sporadic sightings which continued into the 21 st century
(French, 2019).
Several sites have been documented to have become unfit for the species by either lack of
management leading to succession resulting in unsuitable habitat, or destruction due to
development (Smith, 1997). It is likely that the Grizzled Skipper is no longer present in many
areas where it was previously found. However, there is a possibility it may still exist unrecorded
in some locations in Cornwall, as its small size and rapid flight makes the species easy to miss.
The UK distribution map for the Grizzled Skipper in Figure 1 shows that Cornwall
accommodates the most westerly population of the species. Penhale Sands, the only currently
known population in the county, is isolated and a substantial distance from the next nearest
known colony in Devon. This emphasizes the importance of conserving the butterfly at the
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Penhale site, it is possibly the only chance of the species naturally spreading into other areas of
the county.

Figure 1. UK distribution of the Grizzled Skipper (Butterfly Conservation, 2020).

2.0 Current distribution and recording status in Cornwall
All data analysed in this section is that present on the ERICA for Windows database, this is the
recording system used by CBC and therefore no other records from other databases or sources
are included in this discussion.
As of 2014 the Grizzled Skipper has only been recorded on one site in Cornwall, the Penhale
site, as it is referred to in this document. This site spans across Penhale Sands and Gear Sands
and the butterfly is found there in at least six 1 km squares. The species has been recorded at a
number of other sites in the last 10 years. Marsland Nature Reserve had sightings of a single
individual in 2007 and again in 2013, however the butterfly has not occurred there over
consecutive years since the early 1990’s. The species was also found on Goss Moor where it
was first recorded in 1971, there were sightings every year between 1997 and 2011, barring
2001 which has no records for the butterfly at the site. However, there have been no sightings
of the species on Goss Moor since 2011.
The data that CBC receives on the Grizzled Skipper relies primarily on records from casual
recorders, therefore abundance and occurrence varies greatly from year to year due to
recorder effort. Although it was recorded on a transect that was started at Penhale in 2016, this
only lasted for a single year. In 2018, CBC in partnership with Cornwall Wildlife Trust (CWT), ran
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a two day training course on the identification and ecology of the Grizzled Skipper, this was well
attended by volunteers and other organisations such as the National Trust. The training also
included visiting Gear Sands and Penhale Sands Ministry of Defence (MOD) area, resulting in a
number of valuable sightings in locations where the species had not been accurately recorded
before. In 2019, CWT funded a search day for CBC to target the butterfly in Penhale Sands MOD
area, this again provided results with volunteers recording the species in further new areas. The
annual CBC fieldtrip into Penhale Sands MOD has also provided a number of valuable records.
In 2018 and 2019 the Species Champion has also focused on the accurate recording of the
butterfly so its distribution on the Penhale site can be better understood. These efforts over the
last two years, along with records from casual recorders, have resulted in the species being
accurately recorded in at least 25 new 100 m squares where there were no previous sightings
other than those at 1 km resolution.

Figure 2. Grizzled Skipper 1 km resolution distribution across Cornwall (French, 2019)
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Figure 3. Grizzled Skipper distribution across Penhale Sands at 100 m resolution, showing areas
where the species has been accurately recorded in 2018 and 2019 (French, 2019).
2.1 Averages between 1999 and 2019
The figures below are an average for the 20 years between 1999 and 2019 and are relevant to
the discussion below. A total of 302 records consisting of 691 individuals spread across 18
different 1 km squares were recorded in this period.
Records per year: 14
Individuals recorded per year: 33
Individuals per 1 km square: 8
Individuals per record: 3
1 km squares where the species was recorded: 4
Flight period: 37 days
2.2 2018 Records
In 2018 the first adult Grizzled Skipper was recorded on the 6 th of May, slightly later than the
average for the past 20 years in the county. The last adult was recorded on the 3rd of June, two
6

days earlier than the 20 year average. The flight period lasted 28 days, this is nine days less than
the 20 year trend.
A total of 28 records were received, double the 20 year average. This equated to 49 adults and
a single larva. The average number of individuals per record was 1.79, which is lower than the
20 year average. The species was recorded in six different 1 km squares see Figure 4.
There were records in six new 100 m squares where the species had not been accurately
recorded before as seen in Figure 3.

Figure 4. Grizzled Skipper 1 km resolution distribution in Cornwall 2018 (French, 2019).
2.3 2019 Records
The first adult of 2019 was recorded on the 19th of April, this is the earliest in the year the
species has ever been recorded at Penhale. The flight period lasted for 43 days with the last
adults being recorded on the 1st of June, this is six days longer than the average for the past 20
years.
A total of 91 records were received for the Grizzled Skipper in 2019, this is the highest amount
of records in a single year for the species in Cornwall. However, the average number of
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individuals per record is only 1.43. The majority of these records were submitted by the species
champion who records using eight figure grid references (10 metre squares), this gives an
accurate distribution of where the species was seen, but records are rarely for more than three
individuals. The butterfly was recorded in six different 1 km squares in 2019 see Figure 5. The
average number of individuals per square was 21.67, over double the twenty year average. Of
these records, 77 were for adults, one for ova and 13 for larvae. Overall 111 adults were
recorded, four ova and 15 larvae, these are the highest yearly counts Cornwall has had for each
life stage.
The knowledge on the distribution of the butterfly across the sand dunes has increased again in
2019 with sightings in a further 19 100 m squares where it had not been accurately recorded
previously, see Figure 3.

Figure 5. Grizzled Skipper 1 km resolution distribution in Cornwall 2019 (French, 2019).
2.4 Historic records
An area on the Lizard where there was a historic record was investigated during the flight
period in 2018 by a Natural England volunteer. No adults or suitable habitat were observed,
concluding it is unlikely that the species is still present there (Board, 2018).
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2.4.1 Habitat condition and searches at St Dennis Junction
The Grizzled Skipper was last recorded at one of its previous strong holds, St Dennis Junction on
the east side of Goss Moor in 2011. There were six records for the species received that year
with a total quantity of 13 adults, seven of these were from a single record. The area has been
visited by various recorders in the adult flight period most years since 2011, evidenced by
records of the Dingy Skipper which still occupies the site in 2019. Conservation work took place
for the species at St Dennis Junction between 2008 and 2012, it appeared to provide positive
results in 2010 and 2011 with an increase in records and abundance (Cornwall Butterfly
Conservation, 2008, 2009). However, observations were made in 2011 that the management
was enabling lush vegetation growth where it had been previously cut, resulting in the shading
of bare ground. Future work was going to look at alternative management to mitigate this
issue, however the outcome of this is unknown (Cornwall Butterfly Conservation, 2011a,
2011b).
St Dennis Junction was visited twice in the flight period of 2019 by the Species Champion. The
first visit was made on the 19th of April, the same day the first adult of the year was recorded at
Penhale. The other visit was made on the 27th of May, no adults were observed on either
search despite favourable weather. There are still some small areas of suitable habitat present
which have larval foodplants growing above bare ground see Figure 6. Areas of suitable habitat
have also been observed within the Goss Moor National Nature Reserve (NNR) where historic
records exist. The Dingy Skipper is also still present within the NNR and an adult search day is
planned in 2020 for both the Dingy and Grizzled Skipper as part of Natural England’s Growing
Goss Project. Further searches for adults, ova and larva will be carried out at St Dennis Junction
in 2020 to try and determine any presence of the species.

Figure 6. Wild Strawberry and Creeping Cinquefoil growing above bare ground at St Dennis
Junction, April 2019.
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2.5 Recording conclusion
In 2018 and 2019 there was an increase in both records submitted and individuals recorded as
shown in Figures 7 and 8. This does not necessarily mean the butterfly is faring better, it
however shows a positive outcome of the efforts to increase awareness and recording of the
species in Cornwall.
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Figure 7. Number of adult Grizzled Skipper records submitted each year over a 20 year period.
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Figure 8. Number of individual adult Grizzled Skippers recorded each year over a 20 year
period.
The Species Champion plans to complete adult timed count forms in a number of core areas
with an aspiration to build up a dataset which can be statistically analysed in the future.
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Recommencing the Penhale UKBMS Transect would also be beneficial in building up data on the
Grizzled Skipper and other butterfly species on the site. It has been decided that the funded
CWT search day in 2020 will focus on the Dingy Skipper Erynnis tages rather than the Grizzled
Skipper, due to efforts from the past two years providing a much clearer picture on the
butterfly’s distribution at Penhale. However, it is likely this day will also produce sightings of the
Grizzled Skipper.
The Species Champion plans to continue the current recording effort on Penhale to ensure all
areas of key breeding habitat and locations where the butterfly is found are known. Further
searches are planned where there are historic records and in areas of suitable habitat
surrounding the Penhale site. Continuing to raise the awareness of the butterfly in Cornwall
with a hope for more records and sightings in unknown locations is also a priority.

3.0 Conservation work
In partnership with Cornwall Wildlife Trust’s Penhale Ranger Jon Cripps, two days of habitat
improvement work for the Grizzled Skipper were undertaken by Cornwall Butterfly
Conservation volunteers within the Penhale Sands MOD area in December 2018 and 2019.
These consisted of controlling Privet Ligustrum sp., Bramble Rubus sp. and other light scrub by
using the means of loppers, bowsaws and a brushcutter. All cuttings were raked and piled in
areas of either unsuitable habitat or on top of scrub. The aim of this work is to create further
suitable breeding habitat for the butterfly where larval foodplants can grow in a short sward on
bare ground.
The work done in December 2018, see Figure 9, has already proven to be successful with the
larval foodplant appearing in abundance as shown in Figure 10. A Grizzled Skipper larva was
also found on Wild Strawberry in this section in early August, see Figure 16, evidencing the
butterfly is making use of the improved habitat. Further monitoring will be completed in 2020
to ensure the work carried out continues to improve habitat quality in both areas. This
important work is currently funded by Cornwall Wildlife Trust and it is very positive to see the
organisation prioritising the species.
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Figure 9. Habitat after brush cutting and raking undertaken in December 2018.

Figure 10. August 2019, Wild Strawberry is now abundant in area shown in Figure 9 that was
brush cut the previous winter.
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Figure 11. Before work took place, December 2019.

Figure 12. After work had taken place, December 2019.
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Figure 13. Areas where habitat management took place for the Grizzled Skipper in 2018 and
2019 (Google, 2015).
Work completed in 2019 is shown in Figure 11 and 12, larval foodplants were present below
most areas of cleared scrub. The locations where conservation work took place over the two
years are shown in Figure 13.
Light manual clearance which removed Blackthorn Prunus spinosa was also completed by
another group in a known area of Grizzled Skipper habitat on Gear Sands in October 2018.
Although important work, a large pile of Blackthorn was left covering suitable habitat
containing larval foodplant, see Figure 14. Despite searches in 2019, no larvae were found in
the area of recently cleared Blackthorn. The Species Champion along with another CBC
volunteer have now moved the pile off of the suitable habitat and will recheck the area in 2020.
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Figure 14. Blackthorn Prunus spinosa left piled on suitable habitat at Gear Sands, March 2019.
Surveying for areas where management could take place for the Grizzled Skipper outside of the
Penhale site would be an important long term goal to try and encourage future range
expansion. The mobility of the species has been found to be low with movements above 1.5
kms being rare, this must be taken into account on any habitat creation or management work
that takes place outside of Penhale (Brereton, 1997).

4.0 Larval foodplants
In 2018 the first known sighting of a Grizzled Skipper larva on Penhale was recorded on Wild
Strawberry Fragaria vesca in the Penhale Sands MOD area. In 2019 extra effort was put in by
the Species Champion to ascertain what larval foodplants were being used by the species
across the Penhale site. The method adopted to find larvae was to focus on inspecting larval
foodplants in areas where adults had been seen earlier in the year, looking in particularly for
leaves that were woven together. This was done rather than searching for ova due to the high
numbers of larval foodplants present in suitable habitat. It would be very time consuming if
every leaf needed to be turned over and investigated. Searching for larva proved to be very
successful, they were found with relative ease in a number of areas, two of which had never
had any previous accurate adult sightings. Larvae were found on five different species of
foodplant: Barren Strawberry Potentilla sterilis, Bramble Rubus fruticosus, Common Agrimony
Agrimonia eupatoria, Creeping Cinquefoil Potentilla reptans and Wild Strawberry Fragaria
vesca.
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The first larva was found on the 26th of June 2019 and the last on the 22nd of August 2019. 15
were found in total, seven of which were in an area of short turf on Barren Strawberry just on
the border between Gear Sands and Penhale Sands MOD area. Several of the larval on Barren
Strawberry may have been recorded more than once, due to multiple visits to the same
location on different dates, the highest number of different larvae seen at one time in the said
area was three. Four larvae were found on Creeping Cinquefoil, this was growing in what
appeared to be a higher sward that was not always above bare ground see Figure 15. Two
larvae were found on large sized Common Agrimony plants, one of these was in Pennans Field,
an area that has had adult records in previous years but despite numerous searches by the
Species Champion in 2018/19, no adults were seen. One larva was found on Wild Strawberry in
an area which had been brush cut in the previous winter with the intention to create further
suitable breeding habitat for the Grizzled Skipper see Figure 16. Further searches were not
carried out in this area to avoid trampling the vast amount of Wild Strawberry present. A single
larva was also found on Bramble Figure 21, this was observed in late August and previous
research has suggested that the species may often use this as a foodplant in its later instars
(Brereton, 1997).

Figure 15. Bank on right side of photograph showing the location where two larvae were found
on Creeping Cinquefoil.
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Figure 16. Wild Strawberry leaves wrapped up by Grizzled Skipper larva in an area of regrowth
which was brush cut the previous winter.
August seemed to be the best month to carry out searches, as larvae were a substantial size by
this point. Although this method worked for indicating breeding areas being used by the
species, it only provides a means of presence and absence. It is not practical to be used as a
method for recording species abundance due to the search effort and time required and also
the unknown impact of any disturbance on the larvae. Care must also be taken in the
identification of larvae, three Dingy Skipper Erynnis tages larvae were also found on larval
foodplants of the Grizzled Skipper see Figures 17, 18 and 19. Bird’s-foot Trefoil Lotus
corniculatus was noted to be in close proximity on all three occasions. Although as seen in
Figure 20, the Bramble has feeding damage present, which may have been caused by
something else, however it is important to bear in mind the Grizzled Skipper larva found on
Bramble was situated only a few metres away and had similar feeding damage present as
shown in Figure 21.
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Figure 17. Dingy Skipper larva found basking on Wild Strawberry, also note silk between leaves
above the larva.

Figure 18. Dingy Skipper larva found between woven Bramble leaves.
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Figure 19. Dingy Skipper larva found between woven Bramble leaves with feeding damage.

Figure 20. Feeding damage on Bramble leaves where Dingy Skipper larva was found.
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Figure 21. Grizzled Skipper larva found between woven Bramble leaves with feeding damage.

5.0 Future targets for the Grizzled Skipper in Cornwall
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Species Champion to continue to survey for the Grizzled Skipper on further areas on
Penhale so the knowledge of its distribution and habitat being used continues
Try to increase casual recorder sightings from Penhale
Increase awareness of the species in Cornwall, this may result in records for other areas
and also makes the sites where the butterfly is present more valuable
Set up timed counts for adults on core areas of Penhale with an aim to build up a
dataset that can be statistically analysed
Carryout searches for adults and suitable habitat in areas where there are historic
records
Continue to monitor which larval foodplants are being used on Cornish sites
Maintain CBC and CWT partnership work
Expand searches to areas surrounding the Penhale site to determine whether suitable
habitat is present where the species may be able to disperse to
Ensure management continues to create new areas of suitable breeding habitat for the
butterfly at Penhale
Re-establish the Gear Sands butterfly transect
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7.0 Useful contacts and resources
Butterfly Conservation’s website:
https://butterfly-conservation.org/
Cornwall Butterfly Conservation social media pages, keep up to date with the latest news from
the branch:
https://www.facebook.com/ButterflyConservationCornwall
https://twitter.com/Cornwall_BC
Cornwall Butterfly Conservation website for information on recording butterflies, events,
volunteering opportunities and much more:
http://www.cornwall-butterfly-conservation.org.uk/
Cornwall County Butterfly Recorder email address, please send your records here:
records@cornwall-butterfly-conservation.org.uk
Grizzled Skipper Species Champion (Cerin Poland) email address:
cerinpoland@gmail.com
UK Butterflies website, a wealth of knowledge on the ecology and life cycles of many species of
butterfly:
https://www.ukbutterflies.co.uk/
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