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This is the inaugural newsletter of the
Poweshiek skipper project.

If you live in Poweshiek, Mahaska, or
Jasper Counties in lowa you may have seen
butterfly survey volunteers on public areas,
walking with a clipboard, a butterfly guide, and a
little telescope called a Brunton macroscope.

We are well into the project and we
have accomplished a lot with the help of some
dedicated volunteers. Yet we still have a long
way to go.

Volunteers have looked for this
butterfly for two years in a row. We intend to
continue the butterfly surveys annually, and we
will have additional volunteer opportunities.

Maybe you have already heard of our
efforts. Maybe you haven’t. Hopefully this
newsletter will shine a light on what we are
doing. Maybe it will encourage you to become
involved as well.

What is the Poweshick Skipper?

The Poweshiek skipper, Oarisma
poweshiek (Parker 1870) is a small butterfly that
was discovered in Grinnell, JTowa and named
after the county in which it was found.

This butterfly seems to be in trouble. It
is only found in areas with good original prairie
and does not respond well to management by
fire. Ironically, most original prairies that are in

Oarisma poweshiek ©Gerald Selby

preserves are managed by fire.

The Poweshiek skipper is in danger of
being extirpated from lowa, and possibly of
going extinct altogether. Does it make a
difference if it does? What if it is extirpated and
no one knows or cares?

As a butterfly enthusiast and
photographer born in Grinnell, it makes a big
difference to me. Hopefully, it will make a big
difference to other people who have connections
to Poweshiek County or to other parts of lowa.

How cool is it that a butterfly--any
animal—is discovered at your home and named
after it? Surely it doesn’t happen often.

The Poweshiek skipper project is an
attempt to involve you—the people of
Poweshiek and surrounding counties—in the
conservation of this butterfly. We would also
like to reintroduce it to reconstructed prairie
areas in Poweshiek and surrounding counties,
although we are not sure that it is possible.
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What Do We Know?

This butterfly is generally considered to
be doing poorly throughout its range. It is not on
the list of federal endangered or threatened
species, but few insect species are. It is listed as
threatened in Iowa and Michigan, as endangered
in Wisconsin, and as a species of special concern
in Minnesota. It is listed under Canada’s Species
at Risk Act (SARA). Nature Serve lists it as a
G2 species (meaning “global imperiled”), and it
is on the Xerces Society Red List of Pollinator
insects of North America as an “imperiled”
species.

A survey of this butterfly and the
Dakota skipper was conducted in 1995 and
submitted to the lowa Department of Natural
Resources (Saunders, 1995). Twenty-nine sites
were found that contained at least some
Poweshiek skippers. These sites were in 10
counties within the northern two tiers of counties
in lowa.
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At least two of those sites, Freda Hafner
Prairie and Cayler Prairie have been extensively
surveyed in 2005 and 2006, and no O. poweshiek
were found. A couple of other prairies, Hoffman
and Hayden had a few where in the very recent
past there were significantly more. Numbers of
the species, especially in prairie preserves in
Towa, seem to be down. It is not known if this is
a real trend or if the numbers are just temporarily
down because of weather or other factors.

All butterflies go through four distinct
life stages: the egg, the caterpillar, the chrysalis,
and the adult. O. poweshiek goes through its
adult stage during a short window of time,
typically from mid June to mid July, and there is
only one generation a year. The butterfly lives a
few days—maybe as few as three or four—as an
adult. It goes through the winter as a caterpillar.
Beyond that not much is known.

Most of the recent butterfly field guides
list the caterpillar host plants as spike rush,
Eleocharis elliptica, and sedges. However, as
pointed out in a recent paper by Gerald Selby
(see the links section at the end of this
newsletter), this was based on limited
observations. There is reasonable evidence that
little bluestem and prairie dropseed are also used,
or are used instead. The bottom line is that we
don’t really know.

What don’t we know?

While there is a fair amount of
information known about lowa’s butterflies,
there are still big gaps in what is known. Most
of the information is either from collections or
from surveys. Typically, information from
collections only tells about that individual
butterfly. It does not give information about
how many were present, or what other species
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were present. Surveys give more information
but are typically only done on limited areas—
sensitive habitats such as prairie preserves, for
example. Also, surveys are not done all that
often. As aresult, there are big gaps in what is
known.

The bottom line is that we don’t know
how the butterfly is doing now in lowa. We
have some concerns that it may not be doing
well.

We haven’t found any Poweshiek
skippers in Poweshiek County or any county
surrounding it. Given the short window of time
that the butterfly appears as an adult, its small
size, and the lack of surveys for most of the area
we think it still may be possible to find it.
Unfortunately, this area does not have any of the
large, original prairies that it seems to need.

We don’t know if the butterfly can be
raised in captivity.

We don’t know the caterpillar host plant
or plants.

We don’t know what it is about original
prairie that allows this butterfly to survive.

We don’t know if the butterfly will
survive in reconstructed prairie if it is
reintroduced.

What have we done?

We are slowly getting the word out. We
have developed a volunteer butterfly survey
training and protocol and have completed a
formal round of surveys.

In our most recent survey 11 people
participated, and they were in the field for a total
of 53 person hours.

Twenty-two species and 380 individual
butterflies were identified.

Eleven different areas in Poweshiek,

Jasper, and Mahaska Counties were surveyed.
No one found the Poweshiek skipper. Most
volunteers were beginners and had to work
through the guidebooks in order to identify the
butterflies.

In correspondence after the survey most
volunteers said that they enjoyed the experience.
All were busy and had a difficult time finding
the time to do their surveys. Several indicated
they would like to do it again.

2006 Butterfly Survey Results

Species Number
observed
Black swallowtail 8
Eastern tiger swallowtail 1
Cabbage white 29
Clouded sulfur or orange 17
sulfur
Cloudless sulfur 10
Coral hairstreak 1
Eastern tailed-blue 40
Summer azure 51
Great spangled fritillary 42
Regal fritillary 3
Meadow fritillary 3
Silvery checkerspot 1
Pearl Crescent 38
Question mark 2
American lady 1
Red admiral 2
Red spotted purple 1
Viceroy 2
Hackberry emperor 1
Common wood nymph 90
Monarch 36
Peck’s skipper 1
Total: All butterflies 380

What b0 we do next?

This project is more about people than it
is about a little butterfly. It might be possible
for a small number of people to take the steps
necessary to conserve this species. But that is
only a part of what we are trying to do.

This project is about ownership. We
want as many people as possible involved in this
project. When people volunteer their valuable
time for this project, they become stakeholders
in the project. Anyone who contributes
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anything becomes a stakeholder and owns a part
of the project.

There is a flip side to getting so many
people involved. We have mentioned the
possibility of reintroducing the butterfly to its
namesake area. This part of the project has a
real chance of failure. There are so many things
we just don’t know about this butterfly. In fact,
there is also a real possibility that the butterfly
will go extinct in spite of our best efforts. So we
want involvement, we want stakeholders, but we
don’t want to set up false expectations.

We are trying to establish an annual
event called “Poweshiek Skipper Day” to
celebrate our butterfly. Next year the date will
be June 23, 2007. We try to setitup on a
weekend, as close to the anniversary of its
discovery—1June 21, 1870—as possible. Watch
the Center for Prairie Studies web page for
details.

We hope to involve Grinnell students—
elementary through high school—in the project
through poster contests and other activities,
promoting the Poweshiek Skipper Day.

We want to continue and expand the
butterfly surveys. This will be a long-term need,
and we would like to get and retain volunteers.

Nate Brockman of Reiman Gardens
Butterfly Wing is starting a statewide volunteer
butterfly survey system. He has also raised
several common local skipper species, with the

References and links:

long-term goal of developing methods to raise
the Poweshiek skipper—see page 6.

We will be evaluating sites in the local
area that may become re-introduction sites.

A survey was conducted in 1995 by
Mike Saunders that identified a number of
locations with O. poweshiek. There is a need to
repeat that survey, or to at least revisit the sites
that had the butterfly. We have not yet
identified the means to accomplish that study.

What are our long-term goals?

Long term, we want to establish a stable
population of Poweshiek skippers in Poweshiek
and the surrounding counties. That would
probably involve re-introducing the butterfly to
a couple dozen sites—reconstructed prairies and
original prairies that have lost them. This would
require some long-term monitoring efforts.

We would like to see a local presence in
the nation-wide conservation efforts for the
species.

We want everyone in the area to know
about their butterfly. We would like Poweshiek
Skipper Day to become a permanent holiday.

Imagine seeing the butterfly in large
numbers every summer. Imagine driving into
Grinnell and seeing a sign—"“Home of the
Poweshiek Skipper” But maybe a goal is just to
not lose the butterfly.

The Saunders Paper: “Species Status Report for the Dakota Skipper (Hesperia Dacatae) and the
Poweshiek Skipperling (Oarisma Poweshiek) in lowa”

Final Report. Submitted to the lTowa Nongame Wildlife Program of the lowa Department of Natural
Resources. February, 1995. Mike Saunders, Private Contractor.

The Selby Report: http://www.fws.gov/midwest////Endangered/insects/posk_sa.html

The Xerces Society Information Paper:

http://www.xerces.org/Pollinator Red List/Leps/Oarisma_poweshiek.pdf

A Wisconsin Report: http://dnr.wi.gov/org/land/er/invertebrates/butterflies moths/pskipperling.htm
Some of the best photos out there (and a great site in general):
http://www.wisconsinbutterflies.org/butterflies/species/225

Some project information (links at the bottom of the page):
http://web.grinnell.edu/cps/Special_Projects/Regional_Collaborations/regional collaborations.htm
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Surveying for Butterflies

We wanted to know if the Poweshiek
skipper is found around here anywhere. So we
needed to send people out to look for it.

We also needed information on what
other butterflies are found there as well. That
can tell us several things—are there other prairie
obligate butterflies present? Are there butterflies
present that are known to prefer sensitive
habitats? Just having a list of what is present in
a particular area is important.

If we had enough money we could have
hired experts to do the surveys. However, a goal
of this project is to get local participation, so we
decided to do volunteer butterfly surveys.

This is not really a new concept—the
states of Illinois and Ohio have volunteer
butterfly survey networks that have been in place
for quite some time.

We would like to encourage the people
who participated in butterfly surveys this year to
continue with us in the future, and we would
encourage those of you who haven’t to consider

Butterfly survey volunteer Ken Saunders
took this photograph of an eastern tiger
swallowtail. © Ken Saunders.

(Below): Butterfly survey volunteer Gail
Bonath focuses in on a small butterfly.
©Mike Stewart
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The cloudless sulphur is common nation-
wide but somewhat rare in lowa. Ken
Saunders found this at the Conard
Environmental Research Area. © Ken
Saunders

volunteering with us. We have tried to make it
as easy and fun as possible.

The Center for Prairie Studies has
purchased several small close focusing
telescopes called Brunton Macroscopes that
allow the viewer to see very small details of
butterflies. They have also purchased several
copies of a good field guide. We provide a
training session, and a simplified checklist.

A typical field guide to North American
butterflies will list well over 600 species of
butterflies. Iowa has a little over 120 species, of
which around 45 are common.

Our checklist makes it easy to learn the
Iowa species. The checklist lists only Iowa
species and identifies the most common by gray
highlights. The checklist also provides a “cheat
sheet” reference with page numbers of
photographs or drawings of the identified
species.

Do you know the names of the local
butterflies? Would you like to? Would you like
an excuse to get out in the sunshine in the
summer? Volunteer to survey butterflies with
us. We will have an indoor training session in
early March 2007 and a couple of outdoor
training sessions in May or June. Watch The
Center for Prairie Studies (see page 4 for the
links) calendar page, or contact one of the people
listed on page 7 to sign up.

Support from Reiman Gardens

Nate Brockman, curator of the Butterfly
Wing of Reiman Gardens has done a couple of
things that support the project. First of all, he
has raised several common species of skipper
butterflies as a way to develop methods to raise
other, more rare skippers—the Poweshiek
skipper in particular. He was able to learn some
of the humidity requirements for hatching and
some ways to promote ovipositioning. He is
currently observing how the different species
make it through the winter.

There will be other challenges involved
with raising the Poweshiek skipper, especially
since we haven’t positively identified the host
plant. The support Reiman Gardens and Nate
Brockman have given is invaluable. Who would
be better positioned to attempt to raise the
butterfly in captivity than an organization that
has already raised thousands of butterflies?

Nate is also starting a statewide
volunteer butterfly survey program for lowa.
Volunteers will be looking for all butterflies, and
any observations of O. poweshiek will be shared
with us. Survey information will be valuable for
determining long-term management needs of all
of lowa’s butterflies as well.

For information, watch the Reiman
Gardens web site:

http://www.reimangardens.com/. We will pass
information about the survey on as we get it.

Eastern tailed-blues. ©Ken Saunders



http://www.reimangardens.com/

