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Dingy and Grizzled Skipper Project

1. Introduction
The East Midlands Dingy Skipper and Grizzled Skipper Project began almost two decades ago, initiated from the East Midlands Regional Action Plan ‘2000’.  The project began in response to decades of decline, by as much as some 45% during the previous 25 years, of both number of colonies and overall abundance for these species.  

During the time of the project there has been a marked change.  The Dingy Skipper has expanded in range and numbers, although it has to said, largely without our intervention.  The expansion has occurred primarily by colonisation on to the old coalfield sites in Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire and in the National Forest in South Derbyshire and West Leicestershire.  The rarer and more local Grizzled Skipper, is benefitting from a Nottinghamshire Biodiversity Action Group (NottsBAG) project, and is now stabilised in Nottinghamshire.  It is extremely rare in Leicestershire, and is no longer found in Derbyshire although a project aimed at reintroducing this species to Ticknall Lime Yards in Derbyshire is well under way.  In Rutland both species are mainly associated with limestone quarries.  

2. 2018 Survey Work

Most of our records are derived from targeted visits by volunteers to known and potential sites.  Occasionally there is a serendipity moment when an unexpected chance discovery is made.  This year an increasing number of butterfly transects, which involve a once a week visit over a predetermined route, has consolidating information particularly about the Dingy Skipper.  “iSpot”, developed by The Open University, is also proving to be a useful source of information although it has the limitation of not providing the total numbers spotted.   

After a cold winter, May turned out to be the equal second warmest since 1910 with temperatures approaching 2 degrees above the average for the last three decades.  It was a dry month with rainfall only 70% of average. The first week of June became increasingly settled, with temperatures rising well above average

Generally, the flight period of both species was limited to the last two weeks of May and the first week in June.  This was about two weeks later than last year and some three weeks later than some years during the present decade.  In June records were mostly confined to the first week and were comparatively few.   Almost always single brooded, a small number of second brood Dingy Skippers, until recent years considered to be confined to Southern England, have again been reported from Derbyshire and for the first time one was noted close to Newstead in Nottinghamshire.

Dingy Skipper

The Dingy Skipper has again done well in Lowland Derbyshire, where there are more sites than the rest of our region put together, with eight new locations reported this year.  The number of known sites increases year by year.  It is not always certain whether new records indicate a colonisation, and expansion of an adjacent population or, when a single individual is seen, a stray.
Overall 2018 has proved to be a good year for the Dingy Skipper.  Compared with 2017, many sites have shown a marked increase in numbers, as much 100% and sometime greater.  As is usually the case, some populations were at a similar level to the previous year and others showed a marked reduction.  At Pennytown Ponds, a Local Nature Reserve in Derbyshire, visits in each of the last four years have resulted in a “Nil Report”, i.e. a blank return.  Nil reports are disappointing but do have a value and are particularly useful in helping to define the beginning and the end of the flight season.  Following the trend of the previous few years, several second brood individuals were reported with three of these from the Peak District.  In Nottinghamshire, where for the first time a second brood example was recorded,  most known sites that were visited showed an increase in numbers and there was a surprise sighting, with photograph, of a single individual at Bingham Linear Park where the butterfly had not been recorded for 30 years or more.  This recent sighting could well be a stray but it had to come from somewhere, but just where that might be is not at all clear.  In Leicestershire sites are widespread but comparatively few. Good numbers were seen at some of these with the Lount Nature Reserve in the extreme west of the county produced a figure in excess of 30, possible the highest figure over the years by some margin.  Few reports were received from Rutland this year.  

Grizzled Skipper
The Grizzled Skipper also has had a good year.  In Nottinghamshire, largely thanks to the Nottinghamshire Biodiversity Action Group (NottsBAG) Grizzled Project visits were made to all of the known populations, including Newstead, which is not included in the above project, and almost all of these have shown an increase in numbers from 2017.  Although records in Leicestershire and Rutland have been few there is no reason to believe that the abundance of the butterfly is any different to that of recent years.  At Asfordby near to Melton Mowbray the highest number for some years were seen and after a nil report last year it is pleasing to hear that the butterfly has again been seen at Bloody Oaks Quarry.  In North Leicestershire, where work has been carried out, Creeping Cinquefoil, the local larval foodplant, is now abundant but we have still yet to see a re-colonisation by the Grizzled Skipper.  The single record of two years ago on an isolated site in West Leicestershire has not been repeated.  It is more than a decade since the Grizzled Skipper was last reported from its last known site in Lowland Derbyshire.

3. Conservation
Both the Dingy and Grizzled Skippers thrive on dry open unimproved grassland where there is an amount of bare ground.  A number of sites are Nature Reserves of one kind or another and may receive protection under a management plan.  The remarkable success of the Dingy Skipper in colonising old coalfields and more recently, western parts of the National Forest has obviated the need for widespread hands-on conservation.  Observations by recorders that suitable habitat is becoming less favourable can lead to local targeted work: such observations are very welcome and much to be encouraged.  There is now some concern that many Dingy Skipper sites are at some risk: one person’s patch of wildlife friendly grassland is another’s wasteland that is ripe for development.  Within the National Forest the spread since the beginning of the millennium may be threatened as open grassland yields to shade as trees mature. 

The natural spread of the Dingy Skipper has allowed the bulk of our conservation effort to be concentrated on the rarer and more local Grizzled Skipper. The Nottinghamshire Biodiversity Action Group (NottsBAG) Grizzled Project began six     years ago with the help of a grant from the SITA Trust. As in previous years A programme of work parties has been scheduled for this winter.  The Friends of Bingham Linear Park host a work party each third Sunday between October and March where broader conservation activities include maintenance of Grizzled Skipper habitat. 
A combined Butterfly Conservation and National Trust project is well underway to re-introduce the Grizzled Skipper to Ticknall Lime Yards where it was last recorded several decades ago.  Because of meticulous planning there is every reason to be optimistic about the outcome: it would be wonderful to see the butterfly in Derbyshire once again.  
4. Conclusion  
The success of this project is real and for this thanks go to the many stalwarts who have contributed.  The priority continues to be to maintain and possibly increase recording during the flight season to influence the hands-on conservation activities during the winter.      

There is now a golden opportunity further to increase our effectiveness.  Earlier this year we were delighted to have confirmation that Ruth Rolls joined Butterfly Conservation as a Regional Officer for the East Midlands and Lincolnshire branches.  As a result of Ruth’s appointment we can be confident that a new or expanded Brownfield Project and perhaps a Forest project will be developed.  It is too early to say just how the Dingy and Grizzled Skipper Project will be affected but we can be sure that the fundamentals that have driven the project will remain unchanged.  

Bill Bacon 
East Midlands Branch
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