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Good News and Bad News 

 The Poweshiek Skipper Project has 
completed its second year.  We have had 
some success.  We got the word out by 
having a “Poweshiek Skipper Day” and had 
local school children participate in a poster 
contest to promote both the day and the 
butterfly.  We also had volunteer butterfly 
surveys for the second year in a row.  More 
people participated and more butterflies 

were identified than last year. 

 We received word of surveys 
conducted this summer for the Iowa 
Department of Natural Resources and the 
Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources.  These surveys were specifically 
for O. poweshiek.   The surveys were done 
in Iowa and southern Minnesota.  The 
surveys used professional butterfly 
researchers and showed a dramatic drop in 

the numbers of the butterfly, and also in the 
number of the sites where any individuals of 
O. poweshiek were seen.  Iowa had two sites 
and four individuals.  Southern Minnesota 
had similar results.  That is bad news, and it 
makes our task greater than we had planned.  
However, the case could also be made that 
the status of the butterfly only underscores 
the need to have a special effort—like the 
Poweshiek Skipper Project—to attempt to 
prevent this species from disappearing. 

Surveys 

 Poweshiek Skipper volunteer 
butterfly surveys are conducted within a 
particular study area that includes 
Poweshiek County and the seven counties 
that surround it.  There are several reasons 
for doing the survey.  The first is that we do 
believe it is possible to find it here.  This is a 
small, inconspicuous butterfly that has a 
short adult flight time.  Butterflies have not 
been so extensively surveyed in Iowa that 
we can say for sure it is not found here.   

 Assuming we progress far enough to 
actually attempt a reintroduction of the 
species, we would need to know for sure 
that it does not already occur at a site.  A 
series of surveys to prove the absence of the 
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The Story of the Large Blue Butterfly 

 There are lessons to be learned 
from an effort at butterfly conservation 
that happened in Britain.  Butterfly 
conservation has a long history there—
longer than in the U.S.  Our story starts in 
1931. 
 The large blue butterfly, 
Maculinea arion was observed to be in 
trouble.  One place it was known to occur 
was a sheep meadow.  The land was 
purchased and set aside as a preserve for 
this butterfly.  The sheep were removed, 
and a farming practice called “gorse 
burning” was discontinued.  Within a few 
years, in spite of best efforts, the butterfly 
disappeared.  In fact, by 1972 it was only 
found on two sites in all of Britain.   
 Extensive research was done on 
the two remaining populations.  It was 
discovered that the butterfly needs a 
particular host plant—wild thyme, or 
Thymus praecox to survive.  The larvae 
go through three molts, then the fourth 
instar (instar is another name for the 
particular stage) drop to the ground.  The 
caterpillars are then “adopted” by ant 
colonies.  The ants take the larvae into 
their nests because the caterpillars secrete 
a liquid that is attractive to the ants.  It is 
so attractive and addictive, in fact, that 
the ants allow the caterpillars to prey on 
their own eggs and prepupae. 
 The butterfly is able to survive in 
the nests of a handful of species of ants, 
but only really thrives in the nests of a 
particular species, Myrmica sabuleti.   
(Continued page 4) 

species from a particular site would be 
needed. 

Finally, the surveys provide some 
baseline information for the fauna of the 
area.  A lot more can be discovered about 
the distribution of butterflies in this area.  
This goal will be pushed to the forefront of 
the project, as this will allow us to produce a 
concrete result sooner than some other 

aspects of the project.   

 A big part of this project is about 
education and participation.  A goal is to 
educate the public about our butterfly and 
also about all of Iowa’s butterflies and 
biological diversity in general.  Participation 
is a part of the education process. 

Ken Saunders 
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(From page 3) 

 The ant M. sabuleti needs very 
short grass, as grazed by sheep and 
rabbits on the south slopes of dry hills to 
survive.  Removing the sheep allowed 
the grass on these hills to grow too long 
to allow the ant to live there.  Without the
ants the butterflies perished. 
 The large blue butterfly was 
extirpated from Britain.  It was 
reintroduced to a few British sites using 
butterflies from other places in Europe.   
Some large blues are present, but long-
term success is by no means assured. 
 How is the Poweshiek skipper 
similar to the large blue?  There are no 
records of ants being involved with 
skipper species.  However, we really 
don’t know the biology of the species.  
 O. poweshiek seems to show a 
preference for original prairie areas.  
They don’t colonize reconstructed prairie 
areas that are adjacent to their habitats.  
What is the difference?  We don’t really 
know.  Usually reconstructed prairie 
areas are more intensively managed with 
fire than restored prairie areas.  That 
could account for the difference, or there 
may be something missing. 
 What is causing the butterfly to 
disappear?  Again, we don’t really know. 
Determining what is causing the problem 
will be a priority. 

 Education is more than just the 
sharing of knowledge.  I want to share the 
enjoyment of butterflies and the fun that can 
be had by chasing after them.  
Photographing butterflies and surveying for 
butterflies can become a sport—it is for me, 
and I think it will catch evidence that ants 
are involved on for others as well. 

The plan for 2007 was to do the 
volunteer survey training when the first 
butterflies of the year started emerging.  
Winter would be ending, and the volunteers 
would have an excuse to get out in the 
spring weather and start looking for 
butterflies.  They would still need to get out 
in the mid-June to mid-July window when 
O. poweshiek is present as an adult, but 
hopefully the enthusiasm generated in the 
spring would carry over into summer. 

Ken Saunders 
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 Best-laid plans sometimes go awry.  
A late-winter snowstorm that closed 
interstates left me trapped in my driveway.  
So we had to cancel the early spring training 
session.  We did have a couple of training 
sessions later in the spring, but I felt like the 
early date would have been better. 

 Results of the surveys are shown on 
the left.  We had fourteen participants 
(although some doubled up) for a total of 
just short of forty-six survey hours. 

Poweshiek Skipper Day and Posters 

 In order to promote knowledge of the 
butterfly and involve more people, we 
designated a day (close to the anniversary of 
the discovery of the species) as “Poweshiek 
Skipper Day” and had a poster contest for 
students of the Grinnell School System.  The 
posters were to promote both the day and the 
conservation of the species.  Reiman 

2007 Poweshiek Skipper Project Volunteer 
Survey Results 
Butterfly species Total numbers seen 
Black swallowtail 65 
Giant swallowtail 7 
Eastern tiger 12 
Cabbage white 41 
Clouded sulfur and/or 
orange sulfur 

68 

Southern dogface 8 
Cloudless sulfur 6 
Little yellow 30 
Coral hairstreak 13 
Edward’s hairstreak 12 
Gray hairstreak 2 
Eastern tailed-blue 79 
Summer azure 2 
American snout 2 
Variegated fritillary 1 
Great spangled 
fritillary 

96 

Regal fritillary 1 
Meadow fritillary 1 
Silvery checkerspot 2 
Pearly crescent 51 
Question mark 3 
Eastern comma 8 
American lady 21 
Painted lady 4 
Red admiral  39 
Common buckeye 4 
Red-spotted purple 14 
Viceroy 1 
Northern pearly-eye 10 
Common wood nymph 83 
Monarch 135 
Wild indigo duskywing 6 
Common checkered 
skipper 

2 

Least skipper 3 
European skipper 2 
Peck’s skipper 3 
Northern broken-dash 2 
Delaware skipper 4 
Dun skipper 7 
Unidentified skippers 4 Ben Ahrens 

Olivia Molyneux 
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Here are the poster artists along with their prizes.  From left to right:  Ethan Pierce, Zoe Dill, 
Eden Lang, Mayor Gordon Canfield, Stephen Pierce, Sarah Pierce, Janie Ahrens, and Ben 
Ahrens. 

Gardens was generous enough to donate 
some passes to the butterfly wing for prizes 
and The Center for Prairie Studies came up 
with some prizes as well.  About 60 students 
participated.  By participating the students 
became stakeholders in our project.  They 
also came up with some pretty neat graphics 
for this newsletter. 

 I found the results pretty amazing.  
They were all entertaining.  Some of these 
young students showed that they understand 
a lot more about prairies than I did at their 
ages, and they understand more than I would 
have expected.   

 The poster below left, by Jonathan 
Pierce, is an example.  He really got the gray 

Jonathan Pierce 
Morgan Oster 
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veins of the underwing of the Poweshiek 
skipper right.  He also got the rolling hills of 
the prairie landscape right, along with the 
patches of color—the flowering forbs, and 
the grazing bison.   

Morgan Oster, whose poster is on the 
bottom right of page 5 gave some really 
good renditions of pale purple coneflowers.  
The colors are right and the stems and leaves 
are right as well.  Do you get the impression 
that she has actually visited a prairie?
 Janie Ahrens really got the purple 
prairie clover, sunflower, and wild indigo 
flowers right.  Her poster is on the upper 
right of this page. 

 Stephen Pierce had the prizewinner, 
which also became a part of the poster used 
to promote Poweshiek Skipper Day.  If you 
know your prairie plants you will recognize 
butterfly milkweed and pale purple 
coneflower right away. 

 The poster contest was a success.  In 
fact, it was educational for us as well.  The 
students involved do have some exposure to 
prairie, in addition to being quite talented. 

 The poster contest was done to 
promote the conservation of our butterfly 
and to get some stakeholders in the process.  
That was accomplished.  In addition, we got 
some great graphics for this newsletter! 

Janie Ahrens 

Stephen 
Pierce 


